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Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 

SENSITIVE LANDS AND WATER RESOURCES 

INTRODUCTION 

T he Sensitive Lands and Water Resources Report evaluates the state of Benzie 
County's land and water resources, makes recommendations for chan ges as 
part of the Comprehensive Plan and proposes action strategies to accomplish 
change. 

The Sensitive Lands and Water Resources Subcommittee identified issues, 
refined goals and objectives and created action statements (who does what to 
address key issues). Planning & Zoning Center, I nc. associates and the County 
Planning Director assisted the Subcommittee in th is process. 

Members of the Subcommittee included local officials, the Director of the County 
Planning Department, County Planning Commission, other agencies, interest 
groups and citizens. 

The draft Report was submitted to the Citizens Advisory Committee ( CAC) for 
review and comment and to the Benzie County Planning Commission for review 
and adoption. 

Th e report is organized to provide recommendations, goals, objectives and 
action strategies first. This is followed by inventory and analysis sections. If you 
wish to read background information before looking at the goals and objectives, 
you probably should begin with the inventory section .  

Because the intent of updating the Comprehensive Plan is to influence land use 
changes for the long term betterment of the people of Benzie County, this report 
will look at land use in relation to both the land as a resource and water quality. 
Some of the premises used as a foundation for this report are: 
• Benzie County has extensive undeveloped or sparsely developed lands, 

lakes, rivers, streams and wetlands, many in a near natural state. 
• Base information about Benzie County natural resources is not very 

complete. A more complete inventory of Benzie County natural resources and 
continued monitoring of those resources are important. State and federal 
agencies charged with monitoring air, land and water resources are not 
funded at a level sufficient for the job. Local groups may be called upon to 
take on such tasks. 

• Development in Benzie County, in 1 998, is still sparse, and there is much 
undeveloped land. Ownership patterns on private, undeveloped land are 
increasingly fragmented into smaller and smaller parcels. 
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• Benzie County's economy is highly dependent on recreation, which, along 
with quality of life, is dependent on scenic quality and good to excellent 
quality lakes, rivers and forests. T hus, in Benzie County, a healthy economy 
depends on a healthy environment. 

• The beauty and economy of Benzie County is in jeopardy due to sprawl, 
pollution, loss of forest and wetlands, poor land use planning and disregard 
for and lack of enforcement of existing regulations regarding the land and 
water. 

• Most of the surface water resources of Benzie County are very high quality. 
However, there has been some measurable decline in quality of some of 
these waters. 

• Because water quality depends on what happens on watershed lands, a 
watershed approach to managing water resources will be important. 

• The application of fert i l izers , pesticides and herbicides to watershed lands 
affects water quality when it runs off t he land. These pollutants originate on 
crop lands, livestock pens, orchards, golf courses, commercial enterprises, 
impervious surfaces such as roads and parking lots and residential 
properties. Limited and proper use could reduce the amount of fertilizer, 
pesticides and herbicides that reach surface waters. 

• Woodlands are being affected by fragmentation of the land through lot splits 
and construction of multiple access roads. 

• Soil requires special attention in Benzie County. Some of it is highly erodible 
and, when eroded, becomes a serious pollutant. It is important that soil in 
Benzie County be stabilized, both on steep slopes and on flatter areas and 
along floodplains. 

• The steep topography in parts of the County is both an attraction and a 
concern for viewshed destruction and soil erosion. 

• Both waterfront property owners ( riparians) and the general public have rights 
to the use of lakes, rivers and streams, but public access is not sufficient and 
there are conflicts between riparians and the general public. 

• Sensitive lands are important public resources, but the public and some 
commercial interests have caused damage to those lands in the past. 

Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 
Sensitive Lands and Water Resources Report 



3 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Subcommittee makes the general recommendations listed below regarding 
sensitive lands and water resources. More detailed programs and more specific 
language regarding these recommendations can be found in the goals, 
objectives and actions that follow. 

Water quality of lakes, rivers and streams should be provided more protection. 
This will entail action by both the private and public sectors at varying levels, 
such as the following: 
• Develop watershed master plans for each of the watersheds of important 

surface water bodies within the County. A watershed plan describes the state 
of the water resources, identifies existing poll ution sources and outlines 
methods of eliminating existing pollution and preventing future pollution. 
These plans will make recommendations to existing governmental bodies of 
actions to take to protect water quality and educational programs that local 
government and other organizations should conduct. 

• Increase public education as to the behaviors and land stewardship practices 
necessary to protect water quality. 

• Find a solution to the issue of balancing public access with the need to 
protect water quality and property owners adjacent to access sites. 

• Reduce soil erosion and sedimentation of streams through adoption and 
enforcement of county and local storm water and soil erosion ordinanc es 
limiting impervious surfaces and insuring that adequate vegetation buffers are 
provided along lakes, rivers, streams and drains. 

• T he County and all jurisdictions should adopt the standard for stormwater 
management that all increases in stormwater due to development or land 
change on a s ite be contained on the site before being released in a manner 
that causes no negative impacts on surface waters. 

• Prevent developmental encroachment on floodplains, wetlands and 
vegetation buffers. 

• Monitor al l  dams within the County as to condition and effects on hydrology 
and wildlife both above and below stream. 

There is local concern that the proposed DNR launch site on Crystal Lake will 
disturb fish spawning areas. The Crystal Lake Associations are opposed if 
dredging is needed for access. Various alternatives are being considered. The 
Crystal Lake Association also cites conflicts with inappropriate boating behavior 
as an important lake-related issue for increased enforcement. 

The Platte Lake Improvement Association (PLIA) also identified both water 
quality and recreational use concerns. PL IA recommends an elimination of 
phosphorus fertil izers within 500' of the lake through an ordinance, vegetative 
buffer zones, an ordinance to prohibit leaf dumping in the lake, regulations to 
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prohibit salt/chloride use within 500' of rivers or streams and continued support 
of Benzie County's septic laws. 

Forests should be preserved for multiple benefits and uses, and in as large 
blocks as possible. These benefits include recreation, natural scenery, wildlife 
habitat and protection of water quality. Fragmentation should be discouraged. 

In a concept related to forests and water resources, ecological corridors should 
be preserved. These are continuous, interconnected strips of undeveloped land, 
wetlands,  forest or other naturally occurring vegetation that provide space for 
animals and plants to migrate. While small residential parcels could be included 
within ecological corridors, site disturbance would have to be minimal. P roposed 
ecological corridors for the region has been prepared by the Northwest Michigan 
Greenways P roject. The importance of conservation easements should be 
stressed. 

Steep slopes should be protected from improper development. In critical dune 
areas and other high risk erosion areas development needs to be very carefully 
monitored and prohibited wherever possible. Development on other steep slopes 
should also be discouraged, but at a minimum, should be subject to standards 
that prevent soil erosion and sedimentation of streams. 

Due to their unique configuration and environmental importance, wetlands 
should be af forded special protection ef for ts. This includes prohibitions on 
building in or other d isturbances of wetlands, establishment of setbacks and 
buf fers, adoption of local natural features ordinances and vigorous enforcement 
of wetland regulations. Wetlands are a natural feature for which responsibility 
should be promoted through land stewardship educational programs. 

Benzie county's sensitive lands and water resources are accessed through a 
series of trails and public access sites. I n  order to keep trails an asset to the 
quality of l ife of residents and a recreational resource for the tourism industry, 
enforcement of trail use will need to be maintained or even upgraded. About 25 
more miles of trail are going to be added to the system in Benzie County in the 
late 1990s and early in the new century and, perhaps more in the future. As 
more people are attracted , there will be greater trail use. While snowmobile use 
is legal on designated trails in the County, illegal ORV, snowmobile and 
motorized trail use must be l imited by adequate enforcement. 

Benzie County's d iverse wildlife population should be preserved. This will likely 
entail an inventory, especially of threatened and endangered species and 
development of a protection plan. 

P rotect Benzie County's groundwater through a wellhead p rotection program, 
careful well permit r eview, education of home and business owners and clean up 
of contaminated sites. 
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A higher priority should be placed on planning and zoning, including funding and 
insistence on their administration and enforcement. One or two townships are 
facing the most rapid development, but all communities within the County will 
experience change in the near f uture. Most local units of government and the 
County are not as proactive as needed to protect natural resources for future 
generations. 

Review local master plans, policies and zoning ordinances for compliance with 
the guidelines set forth in this Report, the standards in the Grand Traverse Bay 
Region Development Guidebook and modified to ensure that they are 
adequate to provide: 

• Proper review of wetland permits and provision of information to allow 
alternatives which will preserve wetlands 

• Open space zoning 
• Greenbelt/setbacks and livestock exclusion for all bodies of water, 

including wetlands ---protection of river banks and lake shores --- public 
parks and open space in non sensitive lands 

• Protection of the waters edge, sur face water, ground water, wetlands, 
dunes, viewsheds, wildlife habitat, greenspace, flora and fauna, eroding 
coastlines, slopes and ridges 

• Control of development which would destroy any of the above 
• Prevent 

• Oil and gas wells and sand and gravel mining on sensitive lands 
and/or waters 

• Erosion 
• Fragmentation of large land parcels 

Enforcement of illegal activities harmful to the environment and to safe use of 
water resources needs to be upgraded. Such illegal activities include: 
• Violations of soil erosion and sedimentation control regulations. 
• Violations of wetlands protection laws. 
• Violations of Natural River ordinances. 
• I l legal dumping on public and private lands. 
• Dangerous and nuisance use of watercraft, especially personal waterc raf t. 
• Dumping toxic materials. 
• I mproper modification or damage to holding tanks. 

Only one part of enforcement is catching those engaged in illegal behavior. The 
other part is prosecution. There is not a strong record of prosecution of illegal 
actions related to the environment. In part this is due to long-standing attitudes 
and in part to a lack of funding for agency staff to follow up on complaints. This 
problem occurs at both the state and local level .  
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State and local officials need to be convinced to vigorously prosecute those who 
damage the environment. This will take a concerted education effort and 
lobbying of state and County government. 

In  an expansion of concern to the international arena, Great Lakes waters should 
not be diverted to other watersheds. 

I n  order to monitor progress on natural resource protection, a central repository 
of data should be kept, and updated on an on-going basis. 
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SENSITIVE LAN DS AND WATER RESOURCES 
GOALS, OBJECTIVES AND ACTIONS 

Sand Dunes and High Risk Erosion Areas 

GOAL 
CRITICAL DUNES AND HIGH-RISK EROSION AREAS ARE PROTECTED 
FROM POORLY PLANNED USE OR DEVELOPMENT. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Enforce local zoning and state laws to protect critical dunes and high-risk 

erosion areas from inappropriate development and to ensure conformance 
with established setbacks. 

• Identify endangered plant communities on sensitive dunes and establish 
protective measures. 

• Adopt ordinances that limit development on the steepest slopes. 
• Private road ordinances should be adopted that prohibit roads that contribute 

to slope erosion. 
• Design guidelines for building on slopes that il lustrate how property owners 

and developers can do so with the least damage. 

ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County Planning Commission in cooperation with local 

jurisdictions and the Department of Environmental Quality will review existing 
High Risk Erosion Area and Critical Dune ordinance permit procedures and 
experiences and refine permit review standards for maximum effectiveness. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, Road Commission and local 
jurisdictions will refine private road standards to limit construction on steep 
slopes and to eliminate private roads that contribute to erosion .  

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
ordinances that l imits construction clearing on slopes over 1 2% and sets 
performance standards for any construction on steeper slopes. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission will develop design guidelines that 
illustrates the least damaging building approaches for slopes. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, Conservation District, the 
Department of Natural Resources, the National Park Service and private 
interest groups will identify threatened and endangered dune plant 
communities and develop protection plans. 

Benzi e  County Comprehensive Plan 
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Wildlife Habitat 

GOAL 
HABITAT ADEQUATE TO SUSTAIN A DIVERSE WILDLIFE POPULATION IS 
PROTECTED IN BENZIE COUNTY. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Guidelines illustrate how to preserve wildlife corridors and discourage barriers 

such as fencing, where it's not necessary. 
• P romote compact residential and commercial development in urban service 

areas. 
• Jurisdictions will employ site plan review to insure that property owners and 

developers locate structures, utilities, roads and sidewalks in the less 
sensitive po rtions of the property, conserve wild l ife habitat and leave open 
space/ habitat where it connects to open space/ habitat on adjoining 
properties. 

• Develop public education materials and programs on how to live in harmony 
with wildlife. 

ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and the NWMCOG Greenways 

P roject will develop guidelines for property owners, developers and business 
owners on how to preserve or develop wildl ife corridors. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
conservation subdivision and cluster ordinances and promote the use of 
these techniques for new development of both residential and commercial 
development. 

• The Benzie County Conservation District will develop educational materials 
and programs for residential and commercial property owners on how to 
foster wildlife while protecting their properties from wildl ife damage. 

Endangered Plants and Animals 

GOAL 
THREATENED AND ENDANGERED PLANT AND ANIMAL SPECIES ARE 
PROTECTED IN BENZIE COUNTY. 

OBJECTIVES 
• The identity and location of threatened and endangered species is 

documented and plans for their protection are d raf ted and implemented. 
• Educational programs help the public understand the value of preserving 

wildlife habitat and how to preserve habitat. 
• Implement preservation plans for areas of threatened and endangered 

species. 

Benzie County Comprehensive P lan 
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• The Benzie County Planning Commission will work with local governments, 
the Department of Environmental Quality, land owners and drilling companies 
to promote directional drilling where there are sensitive environments at 
proposed d rill ing sites. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, local jurisdictions and NWMCOG 
will jointly refine the greenway plan and develop educational materials and 
guidelines for property owners to use in providing interconnected wildlife 
habitat. 

• The Benzie County Board of Commissioners will adopt a policy that property 
assessments will be adjusted downward when properties are largely 
unbuildable due to important woodlands and sensitive natural features are 
enrolled in a protection program, such as a conservation easement. 

• The Benzie County Sheriff's Department will increase enforcement of junk 
and d umping ordinances and the Benzie County Prosecutor will insure that 
violators are prosecuted. 

• The County and local jurisdictions will adopt conservation subdivision and 
cluster zoning ordinances that protect sensitive lands, water resources and 
roadside views. 

o The County Board of Commissioners, volunteer groups and private waste 
hauling companies will develop programs to provide for the convenient, 
proper disposal of garbage, junk and toxic substances that are not accepted 
at regional landfills. 

• The County will refine the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments 
greenways plan to help property owners and developers provide open space 
links for recreation, visual quality and wildlife habitat enhancement. 

• The County will work with willing local landowners to nominate properties for 
inclusion in the Farmland Open Space Preservation Act program, PA 1 16. 

o The County will work with property owners and local jurisdictions to seek 
appropriate tax benefits for owners of farmland, woodland, wetlands and 
other green space. 

Viewsheds 

GOAL 
BENZIE COUNTY HAS HIGH SCENIC QUALITY BASED ON ITS NATURAL 
RESOURCES. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Natural vegetation and water are the primary views from roads outside of the 

villages. 
• Utility lines are placed underground where feasible or relocated in separate 

corridors away from roads. 
• There is little visual disturbance from communication towers and wind 

powered generators 

Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 
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ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County Planning Commission, the Conservation District and 

interest groups will document the identity and location of threatened and 
endangered species in non-dune areas and develop protection plans. 

• The Benzie County Conservation District and natural resources interest 
groups provide educational program s for the public regarding the value of 
preserving wildlife habitat and preservation methods. 

• The Benzie County Board of Commissioners in conjunction with local 
conservation groups, schools and private property owners implements 
preservation plans for areas of threatened and endangered species. 

Woodlands 

GOAL 
WOODLANDS WILL BE MANAGED ON A SUSTAINABLE BASIS FOR THEIR 
NATURAL BEAUTY AND HABITAT FOR NATIVE FLORA AND FAUNA. 

OBJECTIVES 
• The visual intrusion of oil and gas wells and associated facilities will be kept 

to a minimum. 
• Local governments have the opportunity to have input into the permitting 

process for oil and gas wells. 
• Directional drilling for gas and oil is used wherever necessary to protect 

sensitive lands and waters and to protect view sites and vistas. 
• Appropriate performance bonds are posted for each well to assure 

compliance with local regulations. 
• Existing junk and dumping ordinances are adequately enforced . 
• A publicly sponsored program provides for the convenient, proper disposal of 

garbage, junk and toxic substances that are not accepted at regional landfills. 
• New, multi-unit development will occur in conservation subdivision and cluster 

developments that protect sensitive lands, water resources and roadside 
views. 

• Woodlands will be a significant part of a network of greenways that prov ide 
wildlife habitat as well as scenic value. 

• Significant private wetlands will be protected through various private and 
public programs. 

ACTIONS 
• Benzie County will seek legislative support for increased local involvement in 

the siting of oil and gas wells and associated pipelines and facilities. 
• Benzie County will seek legislative support for increased performance bonds 

in the siting of oil and gas wells and associated pipelines and facilities, with 
the beneficiary being the County or local jurisdiction. 
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• Sign ordinances eliminate bil lboards but provide for business identification 
and communication of other essential messages through alternate means, 
including small and cluster signs. 

• Design guidelines il lustrate for property owners how to manage roadside 
areas of their properties to enhance scenic quality. This would include 
guidelines on vegetation, access control, signs and shorelines. 

• Readable, non-garish signs are used by individuals and businesses in Benzie 
County. 

• A dark, night sky will be preserved in Benzie County. 
• I l legally dumped trash will be reduced through enhanced recycling 

opportunities and enforcement. 

ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County P laning Commission will keep citizens aware of 

communication tower development 
• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will work with 

local developers and util ity companies to place util ity lines underground 
where feasible or relocate in separate corridors away from roads. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will work with 
communications companies to limit the visibility of communication towers and 
wind powered generators 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission will develop design guidelines that 
i l lustrate for property owners how to manage roadside areas of their 
properties to enhance scenic qual ity. This would include guidelines on 
vegetation, access control, signs and shorelines. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
sign ordinances that prohibit bil lboards but provide for business identification 
and communication of other essential messages through alternate means, 
including small and cluster signs. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
design guidelines for lighting that encourage shaded lights and limit upward 
shinning lights. 

• Sign makers in the region will develop readable, non-garish signs for 
individuals and businesses to use in Benzie County. 

• The County, City, Villages and Townships will work with trash haulers to offer 
greater recycling opportunities. 

• The County Board of Commissioners will adopt a mandatory recycling 
ordinance. 

• The County Board of Commissioners will work with local community groups to 
patrol roadsides and report illegal dumping to the County Sheriff .  
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Surface Waters 

GOAL 1 
THE CLARITY AND QUALITY OF THE WATER AND THE CONDITION OF 
THE BANKS AND SHORES OF RIVERS, LAKES AND STREAMS ARE THE 
SAME AS OR CLOSE AS IS FEASIBLE TO PRE-SETTLEMENT 
CONDITIONS. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Watershed associations will be established to encompass all lakes, rivers and 

streams in Benzie County with the purposes of : 
• Monitoring the quality of the water and other ecological factors 
• Educating citizens regarding ecological issues such as fertilizer runof f, 

bank and shoreline protection ,  the need for safe septic system s, etc. 
• Developing watershed management plans to recommend solutions to 

water quality problems. 
• Monitoring the destructive, disruptive and illegal activities of lake and 

lakeshore residents and visitors, and working with County off icials to 
identify and correct problems. 

• Waterfront development occurs in a manner that does not completely block 
views of the water f rom roads. 

• Appropriate watercraf t use levels and hours of use are established and 
enforced,  based on carrying capacity studies of each major water body. 

• Waterfront property owners on lakes and rivers will enjoy privacy while public 
access to the water is retained or improved. 

• Where erosion along waterfront property is a problem, trespassing problems 
will be reduced through improved education, enforcement and the 
development of other approaches. 

• Provide greenbelt setbacks on all rivers, streams and lakes with mandatory 
enforcement. 

• The County will promote support for continuation and enforcement of the 
Natural Rivers Act provisions for the Betsie River. 

• Provide education and increased enforcement for the proper in�tallation of 
erosion control techniques. 

• Limit impervious surfaces (parking lots, driveways, roofs, etc. )  within 
watersheds, especially headwater areas. 

• The phosphorous level in Big Platte Lake will be maintained at or reduced 
below the court mandated 8.0 mcgm/L or less. 

• Road and trail crossings of rivers and streams should be bridges instead of 
culverts where f easible 

• Establish use limits on lakes and streams such as number of boats and 
canoes, where over-use may be contributing to a decline in water quality. 

• Great Lakes waters will not be diverted for use outside the G reat Lakes 
basin. 

Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 
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ACTIONS 
• The County Planning Commission will produce parcel maps of each 

watershed in Benzie County. 
• The County Planning Commission will work with lake associations, sports and 

recreation groups, the Chambers of Commerce, NWMCOG, State and 
federal officials, the Benzie Soil and Conservation District, the Benzie County 
Drain Commissioner and local units of government to set up watershed 
planning groups for each watershed in Benzie County. 

• Each watershed planning group will monitor water quality in each of the major 
water bodies for a variety of parameters that indicate the health of the lake for 
body contact, fishing, boating and water sports, appearance and odor. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
critical area imperviousness overlay zones and performance standards along 
water bodies. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, County Drain Commissioner and 
local jurisdictions will adopt and enforce soil erosion and sedimentation 
ordinances and stormwater management ordinances. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, County Drain Commissioner and 
local jurisdictions will adopt 25' setback and vegetative buffer requirements 
for lake, river and stream shorelines not already subject to more restrictive 
standards and block l ivestock access to streams and rivers. 

• Each watershed planning group will conduct carrying capacity studies on 
recreational boating on inland lakes and rivers and, if needed, recommend 
where there is a need to limit the number or time of different boating and 
fishing-related activities to protect water quality and the safety and enjoyment 
of surface water users. 

• Each watershed planning group will develop a watershed management plan 
for its watershed that recommends actions by the County and local 
jurisdictions to protect water quality. 

• The watershed planning group for Big Platte Lake will develop a management 
plan to maintain phosphorus levels of the lake such that they never exceed 
8.0 meg per liter at any time. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions with zoning 
will review and revise sideyard setback and other provisions of zoning 
ordinances as necessary to maintain the space between structures along 
waterfronts so views of the water can be retained. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
changes in site plan review standards that promote bridged crossings of 
rivers and streams instead of culverts. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
changes in zoning ordinances to limit impervious surfaces in headwater areas 
and close to water bodies. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions will adopt 
changes in zoning ordinances to prohibit the application of fertilizers 
containing phosphorus within 1 00' of lakes, rivers, drains and streams. 
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• The County Board of Commissioners will adopt and forward to the legislature 
a resolution opposi ng the diversion of Great Lakes water to entities outside of 
the Great Lakes basin. 

GOAL2 
BOTH THE PUBLIC USE OF WATERWAYS WILL BE FACILITATED AND THE 
PEACEFUL, SAFE AND ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE USE OF 
PRIVATE PROPERTY WILL BE PROTECTED. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Comprehensive plans for each jurisdiction establish a maximum number and 

appropriate locations for multiple boat access sites. 
• Benzie County has adequate public launch sites with off-street parking, 

buffered from adjacent properties. 
• Educational programs are available for persons who fish and boat regarding 

safety, shoreline and near-shore habitat protection and private property 
rights. 

• Appropriate watercraft zone and time use restrictions separate conflicting 
uses on certain waters. 

• Enforcement of regulations pertaining to watercraft use, safety, habitat 
protection and trespass reduces conflicts. 

• Aircraft do not conflict with recreational use of lakes, do not disturb people 
using lakefront properties and do not pollute the water. 

ACTIONS 
• Each watershed planning group will conduct carrying capacity studies on 

recreational boating on inland lakes and rivers and, if needed, recommend 
where there is a need to limit the number or time of different boating and 
fishing-related activities for recreational safety and to protect private property. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission and local jurisdictions will refine 
comprehensive plans for each jurisd iction that establishes a maximum 
number and appropriate locations for multiple boat access sites. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission, the Parks and Recreation 
Commission, the Road Commission, the Department of Natural Resources 
and local jurisdictions wi l l  develop adequate public launch sites with off-street 
parking, buffered from adjacent properties. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission and local sporting and 
recreation groups will develop educational programs for persons who fish and 
boat regarding safety, shoreline and near-shore habitat protection and private 
property rights. 

• Watershed Planning groups will recommend to township boards the adoption 
of appropriate watercraft zone and time use restrictions where needed, such 
as a no-wake speed limit extending 500' from shore, stationary boats, swim 
platforms and swimmers, and recommend township ordinance adoption. 
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• Watershed P lanning groups will identify specific habitat areas needing special 
protection and will recommend adoption of ordinances protecting these 
areas. 

• The Benzie County Sheriffs Department will increase enforcement of 
regulations pertaining to watercraft use, safety, habitat protection and 
trespass. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission and County Board of 
Commissioners will seek ordinances at the township level prohibiting 
motorized boats on the Betsie River from below the Grass Lake Dam to the 
lower river road access site. 

• The Benzie County Sheriff 's Department, local flying clubs, and lake 
associations will explore the feasibil ity of guidelines to control aircraft while on 
the water and to establish watercraft noise and pollution limits. 

Floodplains 

GOAL 
FLOODPLAINS ARE PROTECTED FROM BUILDING AND OTHER 
ACTIVITIES THAT WOULD INCREASE FLOODING OR IMPAIR WATER 
QUALITY. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Educational materials will be circulated to existing and future property owners 

and developers about floodplain sensitivity to development. 
• The County and local communities will adopt uniform regulations prohibiting 

inappropriate development in the floodplain. 

ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County P lanning Commission will identify the parcels of 

properties within the 1 00-year floodplain and notify owners. 
• Each watershed planning group will prepare educational materials on the 

sensitivity of floodplains in Benzie County and on how to protect their 
floodplain. 

• The Benzie County Planning Commission will work with the individual 
jurisdictions to establish uniform floodplain protection ordinances. 

Benzie County Comprehensi ve P lan 
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Dams 

GOAL 
DAMS IN BENZIE COUNTY MAINTAIN LAKE LEVELS WHILE ALLOWING FISH 
MIGRATION. 

OBJECTIVES 
• The lake levels of Crystal ,  Grass, Lower Herring and Little P latte lakes wi ll be 

insured through continued maintenance of the dams at the outlets of these 
lakes. 

• The dams at the outlets of Crystal, Grass, Lower Herring and Little P late 
lakes will be mai ntai ned in good condition, but management of the dams 
should be refined to insure that stream hydrology is as natural as possible 
and adjacent fi sheries are maintai ned in good health. 

ACTIONS 
• The County Drain Commission will work with the Michigan Department of 

Environmental Qual ity and Mi chigan Department of Natural Resources to 
study the long-term viabi lity of existi ng dams and their effects on stream 
hydrology and biota. Study results will be conveyed to the County P lanning 
Commission, County Parks and Recreation Commission, Soi l and 
Conservation District and the appropriate watershed advisory groups. 

• The County Drain Commission will work with the Michigan Depart ment of 
Environmental Quality and Michigan Department of Natural Resources to 
study the feasibil ity of fish ladders or other devices to negate the effects of 
the dams on fisheries. Study results will be conveyed to the County P lanning 
Commission, County Parks and Recreation Commission, Soil and 
Conservation Distri ct and the appropriate watershed advisory groups. 

Groundwater 

GOAL 
GROUNDWATER IN BENZIE COUNTY IS NOT CONTAMINATED NOR 
THREATENED. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Sites of contami nated groundwater will be de-contami nated . 
• Sites where groundwater is threatened with potential contamination wi ll be 

closely monitored and threats removed. 
• P roperty and business owners will be provided educational opportunities to 

learn how to protect groundwater from contami nation. 
• Existing and future abandoned wells will be identified and properly capped. 
• G roundwater contamination violators wi ll be required to restore contaminated 

sites and remove plumes of contaminated groundwater. 
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ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County Planning Commission, Benzie County Conservation 

District and the Benzie-Leelanau Health Department will work with local 
jurisd ictions to develop a groundwater/wellhead protection plan for each 
municipal well in the County. 

• The Benzie-Leelanau Health Department will conduct groundwater education 
programs for local officials and business owners. 

• Benzie County will promote action by the Department of Environmental 
Qual ity to cap abandoned wells. 

• The Benzie-Leelanau Health Department will work with the Department of 
Environmental Quality and County prosecutors to force clean u p  of sites of 
environmental contamination. 

Wetlands 

GOAL 
WETLAND FUNCTIONS ARE PRESERVED IN BENZIE COUNTY. 

OBJECTIVES 
• An updated wetland inventory will be conducted and maps provided to all 

jurisdictions. 
• The County and all j u risdictions will adopt effective wetland protection and 

natural features ordinances, including setbacks. 
• Wetland delineation by a certified wetland specialist will be required for each 

permit application of a property containing wetlands. 
• Provide Realtors, developers, builders, planning commissioners and elected 

officials with educational sessions on wetland preservation. 
• Develop educational materials, including design guidelines, for new and 

existing property owners on the actions they can take to protect sensitive 
environments and water resources. 

• Require that prospective buyers be informed of regulated environmental 
characteristics of their property. 

• All new land divisions within the County will contain only land with sufficient 
area for a structure that can be built upon without disturbing wetlands or 
encroaching on natural features setbacks. 

• Developers are required to provide documentation that a building project is 
not on wetlands. 

• Adoption of a County Zoning Ordinance amendment to require the County 
Planning Commission to review all site plans for construction involving 
wetlands in Benzie County. 
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ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County P lanning Commission will complete or arrange for an 

updated wetland inventory of the Cou nty and provide copies to each 
jurisdiction. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and each jurisdiction will adopt 
wetland and natural feature protection ordinances. These ordinances will: 
• Require properties on which there are wetlands to have wetlands 

delineated by a certified wetland specialist as part of the permit and site 
plan review process 

• Require that in all subdivisions of land, wetlands and other sensitive 
natural features will be excluded from lots and remain as designated 
open/conservation space 

• Require that all development permits indicate whether there are wetlands 
on the property 

• Require that all multiple listing descriptions of properties for sale indicate if 
there are sensitive natural features on the land 

• P rohibit fill, dumping, excavation and foundation building within wetlands, 
sensitive natural features and the setbacks from natural features 

• Require a minimum 25' greenbelt and setback from natural features and 
adhere to any other standards that are more restrictive. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission, the Conservation District, 
NWMCOG and other interest groups will prepare educational materials about 
Benzie County wetlands for distribution to residents and visitors. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission, the Conservation District, 
NWMCOG and other interest groups will prepare design guidelines for 
property owners and developers on how to develop and manage properties in 
ways that protect wetlands. 

• The Benzie County Board of Commissioners will encourage adoption of 
policy that a property assessment will be adjusted downward when that 
property is largely unbuildable due to sensitive natural features. 

Recreational Use of Sensitive Lands and Water 

Hunting 

GOAL 
HUNTING REMAINS A VIABLE ACTIVITY IN BENZIE COUNTY, CONDUCTED 
IN A RESPONSIBLE MANNER. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Management of the P ere Marquette State Forest includes hunting as a key 

value. 
• P rivate lands are managed for hunting. 
• Hunting-related regulations are adequately enforced. 
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ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission will promote 

Department of Natural Resources management of the Pere Marquette State 
Forest that includes hunting as a key value. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission will promote private 
land management for hunting. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission will promote increased 
enforcement of hunting-related regulations by the DNR. 

Fishing 

GOAL 
FISHING REMAINS A VIABLE ACTIVITY IN BENZIE COUNTY, CONDUCTED 
IN A RESPONSIBLE WAY 

OBJECTIVES 
• Water quality is maintained to promote the natural reproduction of fish. 
• The sports fishing industry in Benzie County remains a viable part of the 

recreation economic sector. 
• Fishing regulations are enforced . 

ACTIONS 
• The US Fish and Wildlife Service, the Michigan Department of Natural 

Resources and Benzie County wi l l  promote an increase in migratory and non
migratory fish. 

• The M DNR and Benzie County officials will protect the three major 
watersheds in Benzie County and fishi ng. 

• Benzie County will work with the MDNR to create a local fish stocking 
program similar to the Orci ni Hatchery. 

Non-motorized Trails 

GOAL 
TRAIL USERS OR MOTORIZED VEHICLES WILL NOT DAMAGE SENSITIVE 
ENVIRONMENTS ALONG NON-MOTORIZED TRAILS. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Educational materials and signs are available for trail users regarding proper 

trail use and the importance of protecting adjacent sensitive environments. 
• Visual setbacks on designated trails are established and enforced 
• Ordinances for unauthorized motor vehicle use on trails are enforced. 

ACTIONS 
• The Betsie Valley Trai lway Management Council and the Benzi e  County 

Parks and Recreation Commission wi ll deve lop educational materials and 
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signs for trail users regarding proper trail use and importance of protecting 
adjacent sensitive environments. 

• The Betsie County P lanning Commission and the Benzie County Board of 
Commissioners will establish and enforce visual setbacks and ordinances 
regarding use of designated trails. 

• The Betsie Valley Trailway Management Council and the Benzie County 
Parks and Recreation Commission will develop a policy on the use of 
mountain bikes on trails in Benzie County. 

• The Benzie County Sheriff' s Department will enforce ordinances for 
unauthorized motor vehicle use on non- motorized trails 

Snowmobiles 

GOAL 
THERE ARE AMPLE OPPORTUNITIES FOR USE OF SNOWMOBILES IN 
BENZIE COUNTY WHILE PROTECTING PRIVATE PROPERTY OWNERS, 
SENSITIVE ENVIRONMENTS AND PREVENTING SEDIMENTATION OF 
BENZIE COUNTY WATERS. 

OBJECTIVES 
• Trail opportunities for snowmobiles and horses exist where damage will not 

occur to sensitive environments. 
• Trespass laws are adequately enforced. 
• Legislation is passed that requires highly visible identification numbers on 

ATVs and snowmobiles. 
• Public education programs are available regarding appropriate snowmobile 

use. 

ACTIONS 
• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission, the Benzie County 

P lanning Commission, the DNR and local sports groups will work together to 
develop adequate trail opportunities for use of snowmobiles where damage to 
sensitive environments can be avoided . 

• The Benzie County Sheriff' s Department will increase enforcement of 
trespass laws. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission and the County Board 
of Commissioners will promote legislation that would require larger 
identifi cation numbers on ATVs and snowmobiles. 

• The Benzie County Parks and Recreation Commission, the DNR and local 
sports groups will develop public education programs regarding appropriate 
snowmobile use. 
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Public Lands 

GOAL 1 
PUBLIC LANDS WILL BE RETAINED FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS AND 
MANAGED ON A SUSTAINABLE BASIS. 

OBJECTIVES 
• The 1998 area of public land in Benzie County is the future minimum area of 

public lands and public land holdings are consolidated through fair trades, 
sales and purchases. 

• Benzie County is included in the planning process for management of State 
and Federal lands. 

• County and local policies and ordinances do not promote fragmentation of 
private lands adjacent to State and Federal lands. 

• Legislation exists to permit local regulation of oil and gas drilling and 
processing on both public and private lands. 

ACTIONS 
• The State, Federal Government and local jurisdictions will retain the 1998 

area of public land in Benzie County as a future minimum and consolidate 
holdings through fair trades, sales and purchases. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and Parks and Recreation 
Commission will play active roles in the planning process for management of 
State and Federal lands. 

• The Benzie County P lanning Commission and local jurisdictions will change 
policies and ordinances to prevent fragmentation of private lands adjacent to 
State and Federal lands. 

• The Benzie County Board of Commissioners will promote legislation to 
enable local regulation of oil and gas drilling and processing on both public 
and private lands. 

GOAL2 
PUBLIC LANDS ARE PROTECTED FROM ILLEGAL, HARMFUL ACTIVITIES. 

OBJECTIVES 
• There is adequate enforcement of existing environmental regulations 

regarding oil and gas exploration, soil erosion and sedimentation and other 
regulations that protect sensitive envi ronments. 

• There is adequate enforcement of laws and ordinances pertaining to hunting, 
dumping and destructive use of motorized vehicles. 

ACTIONS 
• The DNR and Benzie County increases enforcement of existing 

environmental regulations regarding oil and gas exploration, soil erosion and 
sedimentation and other regulations that protect sensitive environments. 
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• The Benzie County Sheriff's Department increases enforcement of laws and 
ordinances pertaining to hunting, dumping and destructive use of motorized 
vehicles. 

• The County will provide easy, low cost opportunities for disposing of junk, 
such as old appliances, tires, batteries and other materials not accepted by 
regu lar trash pick-up services. 
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INVENTORY 
The Subcommittee, with the help of the consultant and the County Planning 
Department and other agencies, obtained information on land and water 
resources. That information is presented and discussed below. 

Sensitive Lands 
Sensitive lands are those natural areas where development activities are more 
likely to have negative environmental effects unless very carefully protected. This 
means that certain types of development should not be permitted, other types 
should be carefu lly designed so as to prevent harm to the environment (and 
future costly damage to the development). 

Examples of sensitive lands include steep slopes (including designated sand 
dunes and high risk erosion areas), floodplains, water resources (including 
wetlands) and forests. In some cases these natural characteristics come 
together to form composite sensitive lands, such as wetlands and floodplains. 
These can be prime areas for recreation and habitat for endangered plants and 
animals. Harmful environmental effects of improper development or poorly 
designed development on sensitive lands includes soil erosion and 
sedimentation of streams, clearing of wildlife habitat with loss of species, 
chemical pollution and loss of species or diminished use by humans, change in 
stream hydrology with loss of aquatic species and filling or d redging wetlands. 
Subsequent damage to development could include flood damage, foundation 
damage, septic system failure, loss of scenic character for existing development 
and increased fire risk. 

The location of sensitive lands and water resources are depicted on the Benzie 
County Land Use/ L and Cover Map (Map 1 )  This map was prepared based on 
aerial photographs taken in 1978. The location of water resources are still the 
same, and much of the forest cover remains. While there has been some loss of 
wetlands, it probably does not show up at the scale of the map. The most 
significant change in recent years has been the increase in residential land uses. 
These were interpreted from aerial photographs taken in 1997. Steep slopes are 
not depicted on the map but can be interpreted from topograp hic maps prepared 
by the US Geologic Survey and are general ized on Map 2 in this report. 

Many of the sensitive lands and water resources within Benzie County are 
located on lands that are publicly owned. While this affords a level of protection, 
public lands face many different pressures for their use, some potentially 
exploitive and damaging, such as oil and gas drilling and ORV use. Public lands 
also face management problems from the fragmentation and change in 
ownership of adjacent private lands. Public lands are shown on Map 3. The two 
largest holdings of private lands are the Pere Marquette State Forest and the 
Sleeping Bear Dunes National L akeshore. Other lands are owned by the County, 
the City of Frankfort and villages and townships. More detailed discussions of 
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public lands are included in the reports on Forestry and Mineral Extraction, 
Public Facil ities and Services and the Benzie County Recreation Plan. 

Steep Slopes 
The landscape of Benzie County contains many high ridges and dunes. While a 
valuable asset as part of the scenic character of the County, steep slopes pose 
two basic problems for either protection of environmental quality or development. 
First, steep slopes (see Map 2.) can be more easily eroded when the soil is 
exposed. The result of soil erosion can be sediment pollution of lakes and 
streams and ugly scars on the land. In severe cases of erosion, property damage 
can result as roads or buildings are covered by windblown sand; fertile soil is lost 
in agricultural areas by either wind or water erosion; or roads are washed out or 
foundations undercut by water erosion. Second, development on ridges is highly 
sought for the spectacular views, but unless carefully done, is also highly visible 
from the valleys, potentially changing scenic character and affecting tourism. The 
Crystal Lake Watershed Overlay District has a setback provision requiring 
buildings be placed 20' from ridgelines. In addition, tree cutting is restricted, 
except for forestry practices. It is too late if property owners unaware of these 
provisions remove trees. Forestry practices are exempt, and tree removal still 
occurs. These are minimal protective devices. 

Both water and wind are erosive agents in Benzie County. Wind is a major 
concern in certain dune soils and close to Lake Michigan, but it can also be a 
factor wherever soil is left bare. Water can be an erosive agent whenever it 
moves across a surface and is especially destructive when there is no vegetative 
cover on soil. The velocity of flowing water increases, as the land surface 
becomes steeper. 

Many steep slopes in the County are already at least partially developed. Note 
that, as shown by Map 2, much of Benzie County has steep slopes. With the 
exception of the National Lakeshore, few steep slope areas are in public 
ownership. Therefore, care of steep slopes is in the hands of private landowners. 

The management practice that best protects steep slopes from erosion and, as a 
result, lake and stream water quality, is complete, vegetative cover. If clearing of 
vegetation is necessary, it is important to employ erosion control methods. The 
primary erosion control methods are to: 
• Disturb the smallest area possible during development 
• Use temporary erosion control and sedimentation prevention methods during 

development 
• Leave exposed soils bare for the shortest time possible 
• Quickly establish vegetative cover on disturbed areas. 

Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 
Sensitive Lands and Water Resources Report 



Map 1 
Land Cover/Land Use in Benzie County 
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Steep Slope Areas in Benzie County 

LAK£ MICHIGAN 

t NORTH 

U Slopes 1 5% and Over 

Delineated areas are only approximate. Topographic maps 
should be consulted for the exact location of steep slopes. 





28 

Two other important rules of thumb to reduce erosion and sedimentation are: 
o Hard surfaces should cover the least area possible and hard, sloped surfaces 

should not cause erosion when rainwater and snow melt runs off those 
surfaces and onto unpaved surfaces. 

o The amount of stormwater runoff should not increase over pre-development 
runoff. 

Erosion and sedimentation issues are addressed through the County soil erosion 
and sedimentation permit process. Property owners intending to disturb the land 
surface within 500' of a water body or greater than five acres in d isturbed area 
are required to apply for a permit. 

The density of development on slopes and other potentially erodible lands is 
regulated through zoning. The zoning of lands with steep slopes in Benzie 
County ranges widely, from less than one acre to 20-acre minimum zoning 
districts. 

High Risk Erosion Areas 
The Michigan Department of Environmental Quality has designated certain 
sections of Lake Michigan Shoreline as High Risk Erosion Areas (HREA). These 
are shown on Map 4. Construction and substantial reconstruction proposed for 
these areas is subject to review for conformance with HREA regulations. 

The HREA provides for minimum setbacks within which no principal structures 
may be located between the setback line and the ordinary high water mark. 
According to DEQ maps, there are eighteen sections of shoreline which are 
designated with different setbacks. Setbacks are measured from the bluff line. 
Thirty year erosion rates range from a low of about 45' to a high of about 185'. 
This means that the shoreline is likely to recede 45' within thirty years in some 
sections and up to 185' in another. This is a very rapid rate of shoreline 
recession and should indicate extreme caution regarding buildings in that and 
similar areas. While recession does not proceed at a constant rate, this averages 
about 6' per year. Sixty year setbacks range from 75' to 350'. This means that 
within a period of about 2 to 3 generations, the shoreline in that area is predicted 
to recede more than the length of a football field. Building activity in the HREA in 
Benzie County is subject to permit review by both the DEQ (HREA) and the 
Benzie County Planning Department (Soil erosion and sedimentation permit). 

There is no feasible or practical engineering solution to this situation. Maintaining 
a healthy vegetative cover on the dunes and bluffs is the best method to retard 
the rate of erosion. Public monies to protect shoreline recession will no longer be 
available. This is due, in part to there being less of it available, and in part 
because in the long term the projects are unsuccessful and the public monies 
wasted. The wisest course of action is to not build within the recession zone. 
This includes both private property owners and communities considering 
investing in infrastructure. 
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Sand Dunes 
Sand dunes provide one form of steep slope. The sand dune border along the 
eastern shore of Lake Michigan is unique to the United States and the world. 
The dunes are important habitat for plants and animals and help to moderate 
wind and weather from Lake Michigan. They are spectacular natural features 
and an essential part of Michigan's tourism economy. The dunes formed over 
thousands of years. The climatic situation that led to Lake Michigan dune 
formation no longer exists, so if destroyed, the dunes will not reform and humans 
cannot recreate them. 

There is protection for Benzie County sand dunes under the 1976 Sand Dunes 
Protection and Management Act, (now Part 353 of PA 451 of 1994, the Natural 
Resources and Environmental Protection Act) and the Sleeping Bear Dunes 
National Lakeshore. 

Critical Dune Areas include barrier dune formations, areas outside the barrier 
dune formations that are primarily sand dune according to soil surveys, areas 
(not isolated occurrences) with dunes at least 20' high, areas of dunes of a 
minimum length of 1 .5 miles and additional areas supporting exemplary dune 
association plant communities. See Map 5. 

The Sand Dune Protection and Management Act of 1976 defined a barrier dune 
as "the first landward sand dune formation along the shoreline of a Great Lake or 
a sand dune formation designated by the department" (Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources, 1978). However, it is very difficult to clearly designate a 
barrier dune from a morphological point of view, given the variation in lakeshore 
dunes. 

According to the spirit of the original legislation protecting the dunes, the barrier 
dune refers to a dune assemblage, which separates and impedes interaction 
between the present-day shorezone and interior areas. 
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High Risk Erosion Areas in Benzie County 
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Sand Dune Mining 
Mining for sand in Michigan's lakeshore dunes has taken place for decades. 
Historically, unregulated mining practices have resulted in the complete removal 
of noteworthy sand dunes (at for example, Manistee). Since the passage of the 
Sand Dune Protection and Management Act, the state requires permits for 
mining operations in designated sand dune areas, in addition to environmental 
impact statements and reclamation plans. 

Sand dune mining practices have not been thoroughly reviewed since the 1 994 
revision of the 1 976 Sand Dune Protection and Management Act. Questions 
regarding new permits, expansion into fragile, critical dunes and enforcement 
has raised concerns regarding state oversight of sand mining. The Legislature 
asked the DNR (now DEQ) to look at whether designated critical dunes included 
all appropriate areas. A 1 996 study by Michigan State University identified an 
additional 1 2,000 acres of additional dunes to potentially include statewide, but 
the Legislature has not acted on that finding and, according to the DEQ, is not 
likely to do so. The proposal includes: 
• Small revisions to the boundaries of critical dunes in Blaine, Crystal Lake, 

Gilmore and Lake Townships 
• Addition of approximately 34 acres of private lands in Crystal Lake Township 
• The addition of 2 1 7  acres of dunes on private lands in Lake Township. 

The generalized location of these additional areas are shown in dark gray on 
Map 5. The specific locations of the proposed revisions are shown on maps 
available from the DEQ. For a copy call Steven DeBrabander, DEQ, (517) 373-
3895. 

There is one sand dune mining site in Benzie County. It is in Section 1 1  of Blaine 
Township on the Walter Rohn property. This site is no longer actively mined and 
now contains a house. 

Future sand mining is not likely in Benzie County, unless it is inland away from 
the dunes areas. There are no large privately owned parcels in the shoreline 
sand dune areas of the County. The Rohn property was the largest, with the 
exception of the Consumers Energy Corporation property along the southern 
boundary of the County. Consumers Energy has stated that its plans for the 
property are narrowly focused on future sale of the property for development. 
This land is discussed in more detail in the Draft Forestry and Mineral 
Extraction Report. 

Sand and Gravel Mining 
There is some potential for future disturbance of slopes from gravel mining. 
Gravel deposits exist, primarily in the western half of the County and an 
especially rich area is believed to be the ridge between Crystal and Platte Lakes. 
Existing gravel pits are shown on Map 6. There was some extraction of sand and 
gravel from the northern tier of townships in the past, but these are no longer 
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very active. Rapid development of those townships and adequate supply just to 
the north in Leelanau County may preclude future extraction in northern Benzie 
County. 

Local sand and gravel, because of the reduced transportation costs, provides an 
economical source for these materials needed in many types of construction 
work within the county. If construction aggregates were not available locally, 
costs could markedly increase. As of the early 1990s, each additional 1 0-mile 
hauling d istance for aggregates could increase the cost of a home up to $300 
and the cost of a residential street up to $20,000 per mile. Thus it is important to 
preserve sand and gravel deposits from development so they can meet future 
needs for aggregates. 

The Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Act (now Part 313 of the Natural Resources 
Protection Act, PA 451 of 1994) has been interpreted by the Attorney General's 
office to include the extraction of sand and gravel, thus the County is applying 
these regulations both to new pits and the expansion of existing pits. The Benzie 
County Zoning Ordinance, which covers six townships, and the Benzonia 
Township Zoning Ordinance requ ire a special use permit before sand and gravel 
may be extracted.  There are two or three major gravel pits in the County plus 
many scattered small ones that are seldom used; most of these are easily visible 
on aerial photographs. 

Although the State of Michigan has specific legislation to regulate the extraction 
of sand from designated sand dunes, there is no single statute to control inland 
sand and gravel mining. The Mineland Reclamation Act specifically excludes 
sand, gravel,  peat, marl, and clay from reclamation requirements. Thus 
reclamation is usually accomplished only if a local ordinance requires it. At the 
state level, gravel pits are subject to permit requirements for point source 
discharges into water bodies (i .e. ,  National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 
System permits), pumping of groundwater (groundwater pumping permits), 
chemicals discharged into containment ponds (groundwater permit), fugitive dust 
(air quality permit), and runoff onto adjacent properties (soil erosion and 
sedimentation control permits). Section 404 permits are required from the state, 
which has primacy for this program, if any dredging and filling of wetlands is 
proposed or if wetlands are drained. 

Gravel is considered to be a part of the mineral estate of a property and can be 
leased, the same as oil and gas. 

Extractors tend to mine and u ltimately exhaust local sand and gravel resources, 
leaving them as they were when the last load was removed.  Statewide, this 
generalization is as true for public entities extracting sand and gravel as for 
private entities. 
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Critical Dune Areas in  Benzie County 
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Gravel Pits in Benzie County 
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Sand or gravel mining operations are industrial uses. They are usually unsightly, 
dangerous, noisy and dusty. Such operations are not harmonious with residential 
areas unless conducted on large parcels of land with deep setbacks adequately 
buffered. Barriers of substantial earthen berms and dense plantings of trees help 
to reduce the impact of offensive views, sounds and dirt on the nearby areas. 

Proposals to site aggregate mines often generate conflict. Mines are frequently 
considered locally undesirable land uses (LULUs) and the attitude of neighboring 
property owners is often "not in my backyard" (NIMBY). It is helpful ,  then, for a 
County Comprehensive Plan to help sort out the criteria by which such an 
important land use should be located so that the many communities in the 
County can enjoy the economic benefits of a nearby source of aggregates with 
minimal land use conflict. 

Communities must consider sand and gravel mines as temporary uses of the 
land. If the land were farmed prior to mining, it could be returned to that use 
following reclamation of the land if the topsoil were preserved throughout the 
mining operation. Many gravel pits occur on land previously farmed, but 
agriculture may have been a marginal use due to poor soils overlaying the 
gravel .  Forestry or planned residential (especially if a water body is created) may 
be better uses, but the site would still require reclamation. Each jurisdiction 

· 

should consider future uses of land proposed for a sand or gravel mine. This 
requires considerable foresight, because mining can be a "temporary use" for 
fifty years or more, and planning surrounding a mine should be done with full 
consideration given to considering the needs of future generations. 

Mine owners are l imited in their location-choices to where there are sand or 
gravel resources and properties available to assemble or large enough to 
conduct an mining operation. However, there is no current map of Benzie County 
that shows the ful l  extent of sand or gravel deposits. Establishing the extent of 
deposits requires borings. This is usually done on sites where other evidence 
suggests a likelihood of adequate deposits. This other evidence can include 
records of water well drilling, soil surveys, USGS topographic maps and aerial 
photographic interpretation by experts. Soil information can be useful when it 
shows that the soil in the top five feet may have derived from a sand or gravel 
parent material. Unfortunately, there is no modern soil survey in Benzie County. 
None is expected to be available until at least the year 2000. Consequently 
communities should anticipate future mining proposals with flexible yet clear and 
uniform local regulations. As better information becomes available, plans and 
regulations should be modified accordingly. 

Local sand and gravel regulations need to be uniform within a market area in 
order for all operators to be able to compete on "the same playing field." Local 
regulations should assure that when a site is to be closed it has already been 
reclaimed and returned to a safe condition. The reclaimed site should also have 
an appearance that is compatible with the surrounding area and be similar to the 
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original conditions. This requires permitting on a "cell by cell" basis where 
reclamation of one cell is being completed as the extraction is underway. Where 
a more intensive future use is planned, such as homes around an artificial lake, 
or a park, these future uses need to be an integral part of the reclamation plan. 

Recommendations, goals, objectives and strategies related to sand and gravel 
mining can be found in the Forestry and Mineral Extraction Report. 

Floodplains 
The flat, broad areas adjacent to streams and rivers that flood in rainy periods 
are called floodplains. These are important areas of the landscape because they 
store floodwaters and can provide habitat for a wide variety of plant and animal 
species. 

Floodplains should not be developed. To do so risks damage to the development 
and potentially increases the severity of floods. In most communities in Michigan, 
development in floodplains is prohibited. There are exceptions, and the most 
frequent are roads,  parking lots, parks and park-related structures. Other 
exceptions occur when local governments grant variances or fail to enforce their 
own regulations. 

Floodplains and various components of floodplains are under State regulations 
through d ifferent parts of the Natural Resources and Environmental Protection 
Act, PA 451 of 1994. These include parts dealing with water resources protection 
(Part 31 which includes permits for alterations to floodplains), wetlands (Part 
303), inland lake and streams (Part 301 ), soil erosion and sedimentation (Part 
9 1 )  and dam safety (Part 301 ). 

Flooding is not generally a problem in Benzie County because of the high 
permeability of the sandy soils. However, the Lower Herring Lake shoreline is an 
exception. Flooding there is due, in part, to an unusually high Lake Michigan 
level. In scattered sites along the Betsie and Platte Rivers, homes or businesses 
are located close to the river edge. These could face flood threats in a period of 
unusually high water level. 

Even though there is not a frequent flooding problem in Benzie County, there are 
floodplains. See Map 7 for generalized floodplains in Benzie County. The 
topography associated with rivers in the County indicates that floodplains 
formed, either because of meandering flow channels, past flooding or both. 

Flooding could be a problem in the future. Extremes of water flow in rivers can 
be linked to landscape clearing and excessive and poorly designed 
development. Rivers achieve a fairly constant flow year-round due to a relatively 
constant source of groundwater. A constant source of groundwater depends on 
the infiltration of rainwater and snowmelt. Changing the surface of the land from 
woodland to lawn, farm field or paved surface increases runoff and decreases 
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infiltration. The result is that most of the rain or snowmelt reaches the streams 
and rivers quickly, in a flash flood, and little soaks into the ground for later 
groundwater release to streams. Benzie County still has considerable woodland 
and little cleared and paved surface. If that changes, the likelihood of increased 
flooding is high. 

Certain portions of the County are considered flood hazard areas by the federal 
Flood Insurance Administration. The shaded areas on Map 8 show those flood 
hazard areas, effective 1 989, that are 1 00-year flood elevations, although 
specific flood hazard factors are not determined. The areas included are those in 
communities that participated in the program. Not all Benzie County communities 
participated in the program. Note the difference between Maps 7 and 8 in that 
there is a considerably greater floodplain area within the County than is currently 
l isted as flood hazard areas. Development should be severely restricted in those 
flood hazard areas and on other floodplains within the County. Unfortunately, 
these are also areas that are close to the water, and considered desirable 
building sites for their views. 

Forests and Woodlands 
Forestlands are defined as lands having or capable of having, at least 10 percent 
of the area occupied by forest trees of any size and not currently developed for 
non-forest use. 

Forests are a sensitive land because human activities can cause substantial 
change in this land cover. The obvious changes are forest harvesting, clearing 
for development and fire. However, more subtle activities can affect forests. 
Forests can suffer decline from: 
• I ncremental clearing of small portions of the forest for driveways, access 

roads, pipelines and homes. This can change the amount of light reaching 
formerly inner portions of the forest, leading to the introduction of different 
plant species and the decline of existing trees due to increased temperatures. 

• Sedimentation of the forest floor when stormwater runoff from cleared areas 
is redirected into the forest. 

• Flooding when grade changes due to road building or other construction 
backs up stormwater flow into a forest area. 

• Large excavations, such as for new roads on formerly steep slopes can lower 
groundwater and can cause a decline in adjacent trees. 

• Large areas of impervious surfaces can build up heat next to a forested area 
and cause a decline in the edge of the forest. 

Decline is a slow death in vegetation. Many trees are sensitive to changes in 
their environments and, once begun, decline leads to the eventual death of the 
plants. Death can take three to five years or more. Typical environmental 
changes that cause decline are those that affect the roots and include cutting the 
roots, compacting the soil over the roots, paving over the roots, adding soil over 
the roots or flooding the soil for a longer period than usual for that tree. Upland 
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Map 7 
Floodplains in Benzie County 
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Source: USGS Topographic Maps 
Floodplain boundaries are approximate. Each property 
should be surveyed individually to determine actual floodplain locations. 



Map S 
Flood Hazard Areas in Benzie County 
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Source: Federal insurance Administration 
Department of Housing and Urban Development 
Note: Only a portion of the potential flood hazard areas are included 
as only a portion of the eligible Benzie County Communities participated. 
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trees (such as maple and beech) can be particularly sensitive, while floodplain 
species (such as cottonwood and elm) are often less sensitive or adapted to soil 
changes. 

Forests are a valuable land cover because they contribute to the Benzie County 
economy through tree harvesting, land for hunting and other forms of recreation 
and scenic backdrop to the tourist industry. Forests also moderate, filter and cool 
stormwater runoff, helping to maintain high water quality and groundwater 
recharge. 

A portion of the forests in Benzie County are protected through public ownership 
or programs. These include the Pere Marquette State Forest, Sleeping Bear 
Dunes National Lakeshore and the Commercial Forest Act lands. 

Pere Marquette State Forest 
About 59,000 acres of State Forest lands are in Benzie County. These lands are 
primarily located in the eastern half of the County. 

Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore 
The National Lakeshore manages about 1 1 ,000 acres of forestland, all of it 
located along the Lake Michigan shore in the northern part of Benzie County and 
into Leelanau County. The National Lakeshore maintains a no-touch policy of 
forest management. This is in contrast to the state forests in which harvesting 
takes place on certain portions of the state forest each year. 

Commercial Forests 
Under Part 51 1 ,  Act 541 of 1 994, a private landowner may apply for status as a 
Commercial Forest. The benefits are that the owner of the land pays taxes at a 
much reduced rate to the local unit of government and the State compensates 
the local jurisdiction, at least in small part, for its loss of revenue. Depending on 
when the landowner enrolled in the Commercial Forest Program, the tax rate on 
the land will range from 1 5  cents per acre to one dollar and ten cents per acre 
per year. 

To be eligible for inclusion in the Commercial Forest Program, the privately 
owned forestland must be capable of all of the following: 
• Producing not less than 20 cubic feet per acre per year of forest growth upon 

maturity 
• Producing tree species that have economic or commercial value 
• Producing a commercial stand of timber within a reasonable period of time. 

The landowner must also provide certification of a forest management plan and 
certification of timber rights. Land that is withdrawn from the Commercial Forest 
Program may be subject to a penalty payment. 
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There were 2,207 acres enrolled in the Commercial Forest Program in Benzie 
County in 1 997, according to an examination of the plat maps. Parcels ranged in 
size from 24 acres to 2 1 0  acres. 

There is a large amount of forested land in 5-1 0  acre parcels. This can result in 
poorly coordinated forest management to no management at all. Some of the 
important values of forests require forests to remain in large blocks. Continued 
land fragmentation of forestland will eventually destroy that portion of the County 
forest products industry that relies on private land . 

For more information on Benzie County's forest resources, see the companion 
report on Forestry and Mineral Resources. 

Water Resources 
Benzie County has a wide variety of water resources and they are mostly high 
quality. See Map 9,  Benzie County Water Resources and Population. Note the 
location of persons living within the County, and how so many either live within a 
mile of a water body or are clustered in close proximity. Lake Michigan is most 
notable as the entire western edge of the County. Crystal Lake is the biggest 
inland lake, at 9, 71 1 acres. Other important lakes include Platte Lake, Little 
Platte Lake, Upper and Lower Herring Lakes, Lake Ann, Long Lake, Rush Lake, 
Pearl Lake and Betsie Lake. There are other, small lakes in the County. The 
Betsie River and Platte River are important and well known for fishing, canoeing 
and beauty. Benzie County has extensive wetlands, primarily in the eastern part 
of the County. 

Lake Michigan 
With many miles of sparkling rivers and streams, many beautiful lakes and 
thousands of acres of woods, Benzie County is also blessed with Lake Michigan 
shoreline. 

Various uses of the land along the four rivers and streams flowing into Lake 
Michigan are, or may be, producing chemicals or nutrients that could be harmful 
to the Lake Michigan ecosystem. The four rivers and streams are: Otter Creek, 
the Platte River, the Betsie River and Herring Creek. The potentially harmful land 
uses include the Platte River Fish Hatchery, which has had releases of large 
quantities of phosphorus over several decades, the marinas on Betsie Lake, the 
storage areas at the Port of Elberta and the waste water treatment plant at the 
east end of Betsie Lake. Phosphorus can accelerate the growth of aquatic plants 
and algae and affect oxygen levels in deeper water. Both nutrients from illegal 
waste discharge and toxic petro-chemicals spills can be problems around 
marinas. Toxic chemicals can lead to death of useful aquatic animals and 
insects. The discharge from wastewater treatment plants is regulated, and the 
Betsie Lake Util ity Authority probably meets required discharge limits. However, 
permitted levels of nutrient in treatment plant discharges can still contribute to 
increased levels of phosphorus. 
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High Lake Michigan water levels are hannful to properties and water qual ity. In 
1 997, Lake Michigan levels were high, at nearly 581 .5 feet above sea level. The 
result was a "drowned river mouth" where Lower Herring Lake drained into Lake 
Michigan. The level of Lower Herring Lake was set by court order and an 
adjustable spillway on a dam regulated the level. Recently, the level of Lake 
Michigan has been above that of the legal level of Lower Herring Lake. The dam 
was below water. Unfortunately, flooding or near flooding of homes on Lower 
Herring Lake occurred. This has been a problem for septic systems which, when 
flooded, can release nutrients and bacteria .  H igh Lake Michigan levels will 
endanger more homes and septic systems, especially when storms drive the 
shoreline water level higher. 

There is seasonal fluctuation of the lake level in which Lake Michigan is usually 
highest during the mid-summer and lowest in mid-winter. In addition, there is 
fluctuation over a number of decades in which the Lake varies within the year at 
levels that are above or below average. Over the last nine thousand years, Lake 
Michigan has fluctuated by about 30' . Over the past one hundred and twenty 
years, fluctuation has been about 6'. However, according to the USGS, peak 
levels have been higher each decade over the past 1 60 years. There has been a 
gradually falling trend over the past five thousand years, and those predicting 
global warming suggest a drop in lake level wil l accelerate. This could affect 
navigation where rivers enter Lake Michigan and require decisions regarding the 
cost effectiveness of continued harbor dredging. While Lake Michigan levels will 
fluctuate over the decades this Plan serves, levels will start the first period of the 
Plan above average. See Figure 1 .  The level depends primarily on the amount of 
precipitation in comparison to the amount of evaporation. In years without ice 
cover and those with hot, dry summers, there is more evaporation. The fall and 
winter of 1 997-98 resulted in substantial evaporation. However, there was also 
above normal precipitation during the winter of 1 998 and the Lake Michigan level 
started high, but dropped more rapidly than usual due to a lack of rainfall in the 
summer of 1 998. 

There has been discussion by the government of Canada regarding diversion of 
Great Lakes water for sale to other nations or entities outside of the Great Lakes 
watershed. 

The shoreline ecosystem is subject to damage through clearing or trampling of 
vegetation that holds the sand in place. Nearly all of the shoreline is sandy, 
although not all of it is high dunes. The results of development of this area or of 
vegetative clearing could be wind erosion, structural damage or loss, damage to 
drives and roads, loss of wildlife habitat and loss of scenic character. 

A large portion of the dunes are protected through acquisition by the National 
Park Service. Some level of protection is also afforded by designation of portions 
of the shoreline as Critical Dune Areas. About 82% of the Benzie County 
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shoreline is designated Critical Dune Area by the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality. This includes areas within Sleeping Bear Dunes National 
Lakeshore. Designated areas extend from a few hundred feet to more than a 
mile landward of the shoreline. Generally, areas not designated as Critical Dunes 
are small gaps between designated areas. 

Inland Lakes 
There are thirteen inland lakes of at least 36 acres in size in Benzie County. 
County inland lakes are popular recreation and scenic resources. People fish, 
swim and boat on the lakes. The lakes are also visually stunning for visitors and 
waterfront property owners. 

Crystal Lake is the largest at 9,71 1 acres, and is also of highest quality. Table 1 
indicates the size and water quality of Benzie County inland lakes. All have fairly 
small watersheds. This has opposing effects. It takes l ittle land use change to 
potentially negatively affect the lakes, and watershed management of land uses 
is easier because there isn't much land to include in a management program. 

Note in Table 1 that lakes range from oligotrophic to eutrophic. Ol igotrophic lakes 
are clear, cold water lakes with relatively little biological activity in its ecosystem. 
A eutrophic lake is a warm water, weedy lake with substantial biological activity 
and , sometimes, reduced clarity. This biological activity ranges from one celled 
plants and animals to insects, aquatic plants and fish. Each trophic state 
naturally occurs but a eutrophic state can be reached earlier with nutrient 
pollution and to the point that recreational uses are inhibited. 

The water quality testing leading to the trophic status of the lakes in the table are 
simple tests, largely dependent on measures of clarity. Other water quality 
testing of a more rigorous nature, involving laboratory analysis of samples has 
been performed on lakes and rivers in Benzie County for a number of years. It is 
hard to draw conclusions about water quality change, as the testing has not 
been continuous or conducted by the same persons over a long period of time. 
The exception is Crystal Lake, which has been the subject of water quality 
testing for many years. Both the Crystal Watershed Fund and the Crystal Lake 
Association has conducted testing. Testing by the Crystal Lake Association led 
to adoption of the Crystal Lake Overlay District, which provides some land use 
controls aimed at protecting water quality. 
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Figure 1 
Forecast Levels of Lakes Michigan-Huron 
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Table 1 
Size, Watershed and Water Quality of Inland Lakes in Benzie County 

Lake Lake Watershed Ratio of Lake Lake Trophic Status 
Size in Area in Area to Shape 
Acres Acres Watershed Factor 

Area 

Ann 527 1 ,750 1 :3.58 1 .94 OliQotrophic 
Betsie 250 na na na Hypereutrophic 
Crystal 9,71 1 13,921 1 : 1 .42 1 . 5 OliQotrophic 
Herendeene 36 na na na Mesotrophic 
LonQ 320 701 1 :2 . 1 9  1 .58 na 
Little Platte 805 1 ,978 1 :2.24 1 .49 Eutrophic 
Lower Herring 450 2,278 1 :5.27 1 .28 Mesotrophic 
Platte 2,51 6 7,281 1 :2.91 1 .33 Meso trophic 
Stevens 45.5 na na na Eutrophic 
Turtle 38 na na na Eutrophic 
Pearl 297 4,634 1 : 1 5.6 3.52 na 
Grass 1 39 3,094 1 :22. 1 9  1 .85 na 
Upper Herring 540 1 1 ,700 1 :20.46 1 .23 Eutrophic 

Source: Atlas of Michigan Lakes and MDEQ Self-Help Report, 1996. 
na = not available (lake not mapped for atlas or not part of Self-Help Program) 

The trophic status is a measure of the process of eutrophication. Eutrophication 
is the "aging process" of lakes, in which there is an accumulation of nutrients and 
organic matter in lakes. As aquatic plant growth dies each year, organic 
sediments fill in the lake. This is a natural process that takes thousands of years 
to turn a large, deep lake into a wetland, and less time for a shal low lake. The 
addition of eroded soil and fertilizer can greatly speed the eutrophication 
proccess. 
An oligotrophic lake is one in which little of the eutrophication process can be 
measured. As a result of very little nutrient accumulation, there is little aquatic 
plant and algae growth. The water looks very clear. The lake is l ikely very deep 
and the bottom sandy or marly with steeply sloping sides. This type of lake will 
support cold water fish. 
A mesotrophic lake shows some signs of eutrophication. The presence of a 
greater amount of nutrients than in an oligotrophic lake results in lowered clarity 
and the presence of aquatic plants. Swimming and boating can be enjoyed on 
this type of lake without problems. 
A eutrophic lake has large amounts of aquatic plants due to higher nutrient 
levels. The water may be turbid due to suspended algae cells. Dying plants may 
produce unpleasant smells, and mats of plants may interfere with swimming and 
boating. These lakes are generally shallow with mucky bottoms. Eutrophic lakes 
can be excellent warm water fishing lakes. 
A hypereutrophic lake is a eutrophic lake in a more advanced stage of 
eutrophication. 



The ratio of lake area to watershed area can indicate the importance of the 
land area in the watershed to lake water quality. The higher the ratio, the more 
land drains into the lake, with more opportunity for pollution loading of the lake. 

The lake shape factor is a measure of irregularity of the shoreline. The more 
irregular, the more opportunity for lakeshore development that can contribute 
pollution and likelihood of small bays that have slower circulation of water. A 
lower number means a more round shape, a higher number a more irregular 
shoreline. The number " 1 "  would be a perfectly round lake. As the number 
reaches above "3" , the lake is highly irregular. 

Station2:\winword\benzie\sensland\laketab.doc 
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Residents on Platte Lake have been in a lawsuit with the Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) over phosphorus discharges from the Platte River Fish 
Hatchery and the effects on Platte Lake. The primary source of phosphorus is 
from food fed the fingerlings, even though the DNR performs some treatment of 
the water. Plaintiffs (Platte Lake I mprovement Association or PLIA) cite degraded 
water quality and high measured phosphorus levels in Platte Lake. By court 
order, the Fish Hatchery was limited to a total release of about 860 pounds of 
phosphorus per year. This is less than the discharge amount previously 
permitted by the DEQ. In the renewal of the discharge permit, the DEQ lowered 
permitted phosphorus discharge to 440 pounds total per year and no more than 
1 30 pounds during any three-month period. Because the PLIA opposes the level 
permitted and has filed an appeal, phosphorus discharge can continue at the 
court-established level. 

Water quality testing of Lower Herring Lake has shown high levels of fecal 
col iform bacteria and nutrients in samples taken from the inlet creek. 
Subcommittee members identify agricu ltural operations upstream as a likely 
bacteria source. 

Crystal Lake water quality is quite good. While there has been some evidence of 
nutrient pollution along the shoreline, as evidenced by cladaphora algae, deep
water tests have shown stable levels of phosphorus and dissolved oxygen. In 
part this is due to the immense volume of the lake, and in part it is due to low 
inputs of phosphorus. Persons active in lake protection efforts remain di l igent so 
that decline in water quality can be detected, if it occurs, and prevented as much 
as possible. 

The Crystal Lake Watershed Fund also identifies concerns over the introduction 
of exotic species, such as zebra mussels and Eurasian water milfoil; pollution 
from improperly fueled watercraft, improper disposal of hazardous materials, 
failed septic systems and airborne particulate matter. 

The recreational boating experience depends, in part, on perceived closeness of 
boats to each other and, in part on how boats are used. In land lakes and some 
near-shore areas of the Great Lakes have a recreational boating carrying 
capacity of a certain number of boats before the recreational experience is 
diminished for most people. This capacity is different for each lake. Some of the 
factors that influence boating carrying capacity include lake size, lake shape and 
the degree of development of the shoreline. A large lake should have the 
capacity to carry many boats. However, boaters also expect boats to be more 
spread out on a large lake. A boater may feel comfortable if boats are spread out 
so that there are no more than one per 40 acres on a large lake, such as Crystal, 
the same boater may only accept boats at a density of one per 20 acres on a 
small lake. 
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There has been concern over personal watercraft use and seaplanes on Platte 
Lake and recreational boating conflicts on Crystal Lake. A portion of the problem 
over recreational boating conflicts is due to inappropriate or illegal behavior on 
the part of boat operators. 

In  1 999, regulations covering the operation of personal watercraft will become 
slightly more restrictive. The Benzie County Sheriff's Department is responsible 
for enforcement of boating laws (Marine Safety Act). They are equipped with 2 
boats and have 3 full time and 2 part time officers assigned to marine patrol. On 
Lake Michigan, the U.S.  Coast Guard assigns 1 3  persons to marine duties, 
primarily rescue. The Coast Guard has a 44' motor l ife boat, a 21 ' rigid inflatable 
hul l  boat and a 28' motor l ife boat that is usually docked at the Manistee Station. 

There has been one boating accident each year in the County for the past five 
years but two in 1 998. One accident involved a personal watercraft. There is no 
estimate of how many accidents this is per boating days. The numbers appear to 
be low. The newspaper reported two drownings in Benzie County in the summer 
of 1 998. The Benzie County Marine officers stop a few boaters each year for 
reckless boating but primarily stop boats to check for safety equipment. They 
receive many informal complaints regarding reckless and noisy personal 
watercraft use. 

The National Park Service ordinances regarding motorized boat use are more 
restrictive than those of the state. Park Service ordinances prohibit: 
• Operating a vessel not operated by hand within 500' of a designated 

swimming beach. 
• Launching a motor powered vessel at other than a designated launch site. 
• Towing a person behind a boat (water skiing or tubing) in channels or within 

500' of designated harbors, swimming beaches or mooring areas or within 
1 00' of a diver's marker or a person swimming or fishing. 

• Operation of a motorized vessel on Deer, Bass, Otter or Round Lake. 
• Operation of a personal watercraft (PWC, also known as Wave-runners or Jet 

Skis) within the waters of the National Lakeshore. 

Similar restrictions may be appropriate in other areas within the County where 
stream ecology and recreational safety is at risk. 

Rivers and Streams 
There are many miles of high qual ity streams and rivers in Benzie County. Many 
miles of streams are picturesque, quite and pristine. Several miles of streams 
and rivers are heavily used, especially those segments closest to Lake Michigan. 

The primary uses of the rivers are fishing and boating. People fish for trout and 
salmon. The major boating activity is canoeing, but there is also some use of 
motor boats. Both the Platte River and the Betsie River serve as access to Lake 
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Michigan. Boats using Lake Michigan traverse only Betsie Lake and the mouth of 
the Betsie River to get to the big lake but lakeshore residents of Platte Lake use 
a one-mile stretch of the Platte River for Lake Michigan access. This latter river 
segment is also a prime canoeing location. In  addition to motor boats and 
canoes, the Platte River receives many persons floating on tubes and inflated 
rafts during the summer months. There are boat liveries on both the Platte and 
Betsie rivers. 

There are threats to rivers and streams from pollution and overuse. Actual or 
potential pollution sources include sediment from road crossings, pipeline 
crossings, timber harvesting, and development; chemical pollution from the fish 
hatchery, fertilizer use, livestock, roads and other development and temperature 
pollution from cleared land, roads and development. According to reports in the 
local newspaper, there is conflict over the use of motorized boats on certain 
segments of the Platte River. Opponents claim that there is damage to the river 
bottom from boat motors, and thence the entire river ecosystem. Proponents 
claim that there is no more damage than that from persons walking within the 
river to fish. 

Rivers are afforded varying levels of protection in Benzie County. Portions of 
both the Betsie and Platte rivers pass through the Pere Marquette State Forest, 
restricting streamside development. A portion of the Betsie River is a designated 
Wild-Scenic River, under the Michigan Natural River Act, PA 231 of 1970 (Part 
305 of PA 451 of 1994). 

River segments designated as a Wild-Scenic River include the Betsie River 
(about 50 miles) from G rass Lake Dam downstream to the mouth of Betsie Lake 
and includes Thompsonville Pond, the Little Betsie River and Dair Creek from 
their headwaters to their confluence's {about 20 miles of tributaries) with the 
Betsie River. See Map 10. The Betsie River District is a strip of land 400' wide 
from the river's edge, on each side of and parallel to the river and its designated 
tributaries. 

Natural River designation implies certain permitted and restricted uses and 
regulations for stream side development so that is does not interfere with either 
the natural resource or scenic qual ities of the river. The principle developmental 
provisions involve minimum lot width and depth, required setbacks, natural 
vegetation strips and continued use of nonconforming structures with repairs or 
remodeling within existing foundations. For more details see the Wild-Scenic 
Ordinance for the Betsie River. See Figure 2 for a section view that shows the 
setbacks required for the Betsie River Natural River segments. 

Permit review for properties within the Natural River area are handled by the 
Department of Natural Resources, Natural Rivers Unit. A Natural Rivers Review 
Board, comprised of officials from Benzie and Manistee Counties and 
jurisdictions along the River act as a board of review for appeals. Recent 
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management issues involving the Natural River segments include violations of 
the vegetation strip and complaints that the 200' building setback is excessive. 
The setback is being maintained. 

Monitoring the health of the Betsie River and making improvements is done by 
the Betsie River Restoration Committee. As funds are available, the Restoration 
Committee improves stream crossings and restores eroded banks. Some of the 
Technical help for this comes from the Conservation Resource Alliance and 
funding from Section 3 1 9  grants. Recently, the Committee completed a timber 
bridge at the Thompsonville Dam in an effort to reduce sedimentation of the 
stream from road pavement and shoulders. 

While no formal studies have been completed, it is generally believed that the 
natural qualities of the Betsie River that are protected by Natural River 
designation helps the recreation business sector of the area. 

One of the most important river protection tools is the greenbelt or buffer strip .  
This is a strip of tall grasses, groundcover, shrubs, trees and other plants 
adjacent to a river, stream, drain or lake. It serves to filter sediments and 
pollutants from surface d rainage before it enters the water body. Mowed turf is 
not generally considered as effective a filter or buffer strip as taller vegetation. 

Dams 
There are four dams under public management in Benzie County. Three are 
maintained by the Benzie County Road Commission and the fourth by the DNR. 
See Map 1 1 .  These are: 
• Outlet of Crystal Lake. This dam maintains the lake level of Crystal lake. The 

level is mandated by court order at 600.25' from May 1 to October 31 and 
599.75' from November through April. This dam was inspected by the DEQ in 
1 998 and passed inspection. 

• The outlet of Lower Herring Lake. It has a fixed level of 580.5', although this 
is not a court mandated level. Through a portion of 1 997 and early summer of 
1 998, the level of Lake Michigan was above this level, drowning the mouth to 
Lower Herring Lake. This dam was to be inspected in late summer of 1 998. 
Figure 1 shows the recent and short term projected Lake Michigan level, 
according to the US Army Corps of Engineers. 

• Outlet of Little Platte Lake. This dam also passed inspection in 1 998 and is 
maintained at a court mandated level of 586.7'. 

• Grass Lake Dam. The DNR maintains this dam to provide flooding for wildlife 
habitat. 
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Map 1 0  
Natural River Segments i n  Benzie County 
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Figure 2 
Natural River Setbacks for the Betsie River 
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Map 11 
Dams in Benzie County 
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• The DNR also maintains a lamprey control barrier on the Betsie River at Dam 
Road, but this is not really a dam. 

There are p rivate dams within the County, but information on these is not 
available. Generally, these contain farm ponds, and are not impeding public 
waters. 

Wetlands 
Wetlands are both sensitive lands and a water resource. This crossover 
d istinction is part of the d ifficulty in managing wetlands. Many wetlands, 
especially those with only periodic water coverage, are considered by property 
owners to be part of their land. The more "wet" wetlands, especially those with 
water coverage for most of the year, may be more likely to be perceived as part 
of the waters of the State, a public resource. An additional management problem 
has been that wetlands were inconvenient for those attempting uses of the land 
that either requires dry land or open water. There has been a tendency to 
transform wetlands into one or the other by filling, draining or dredging, negating 
the values of wetlands in their original condition. 

According to Part 303, Act 451 of 1 994, a wetland is defined as "land 
characterized by the presence of water at a frequency and duration sufficient to 
support, and that under normal circumstances does support, wetland vegetation 
or aquatic life, and is commonly referred to as a bog, swamp or marsh and which 
is any of the following: 
(i) Contiguous to the Great Lakes or Lake St. Clair, an inland lake or pond or a 
river or stream. 
(ii) Not contiguous to the G reat Lakes, an inland lake or pond, or a river or 
stream; and more than 5 acres in size; except in counties of less than 1 00,000 
population. 
(iii) Not contiguous to the Great Lakes, an inland lake or pond, or a river or 
stream; and 5 acres or less in size if the department determines that protection 
of the area is essential to the preservation of the natural resources of the state." 

Wetlands are valuable community resources in that they: 
• Store excess stormwater runoff like a sponge during periods of heavy rain 

and snowmelt 
• Filter sediment from stormwater runoff, preventing the pollution of rivers and 

lakes 
• Serve as a nursery for organisms that are the building blocks of the food 

chain, such as plankton and zoo plankton, crustaceans, insects and other 
organisms on which more complex forms of life, such as fish, birds and 
mammals, depend 

• Provide necessary habitat for wildlife that residents and tourists enjoy to see 
or hunt 

• Serve as outdoor classrooms 
• Provide natural scenery. 
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Wetlands in Benzie County are fairly extensive and varied. See the existing land 
use map (Map 1 ). Of particular importance are wetlands in the following locations 
(as noted in Benzie County Wetlands: A Resource Worth Protecting, 
prepared by the Michigan Land Use Institute, 1997): 
• Betsie River and Betsie Lake Wetlands. Nearly all of the floodplain of the 

Betsie River, which flows through the southwestern and southeastern 
portions of the County, are wetlands. The river begins at Grass Lake in I nland 
Township in the midst of a vast area of wetlands. Near Thompsonville, the 
wetlands are northern hardwood swamps, with red maple, ash and red elm. 
Along the middle section of the river, wetlands are primarily mixed hardwood 
and conifer wetlands. Wetlands along the section of the Betsie River as it 
nears Elberta are shrub wetland gradually becoming emergent wetlands 
closer to Betsie Lake. Vegetation in these wetlands are crucial to Betsie River 
water quality. Vegetation protects the river banks from erosion and helps filter 
overland flow to the river. While the river has probably fu lly recovered from 
the damaging effects of logging practices during the last century and early 
part of this one, current home building and road construction has been 
damaging to the river banks and associated wetlands. Some of the wetlands 
along the river downstream from Thompsonville are State-owned as well as a 
portion near Betsie Lake. However, much of the wetlands along the Betsie 
River are the responsibil ity of private owners. 

• Platte River and Platte Lake Wetlands. Wetlands along most of the length of 
the Platte River are mixed conifer and hardwood wetlands. These protect the 
river from erosion and runoff and help create prime fish habitat. A broad area 
of wetlands form the area east of Big and Little Platte Lakes where the Platte 
River enters Big Platte Lake. These wetlands are primarily tamarack and 
cedar conifer wetlands. Much of this latter, conifer wetland is State-owned. 

• Dune and Swale Wetlands. Between the dune ridges of Sleeping Bear Dune 
National Lakeshore are wetlands that are unique on earth. Scientists label 
them globally significant. A 2,600 acre area of the National Lakeshore 
contains these grass, sedge and fern wetlands. A bald eagle nest has been 
spotted there and the area also supports several rare plant species. 

• Herring Lake Wetlands. The water qual ity of Upper and Lower Herring Lakes 
are protected, in part, by a 2,500 acre area of wetlands that filter the water 
flowing into the lakes from feeder streams. This wetland is a mixed conifer 
and hardwood wetland. Most of this wetland area is the responsibility of 
private land owners. Between Upper and Lower Herring Lakes is a 123 acre 
preserve owned and managed by the Grand Traverse Regional Land 
Conservancy. 

Wetlands serve as an important component of ecological corridors. Ecological 
corridors are bands of natural area for habitat and migration of animals and 
plants (plants effectively migrate over long periods of time). Many species need 
to be able to roam over large areas in order to survive. Ecological corridors serve 
this function as well as providing range of habitat types. See Map 1 2  for 
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ecological corridors proposed by the Northwest Michigan Greenways Project and 
the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments. 

Among the Subcommittee concerns regarding Benzie County wetlands is that 
wetlands are being filled unnecessarily and illegally. Wetlands in Benzie County 
are lost to commercial and housing development and the loss is sometimes the 
result of illegal fil l ing. Some is lost when permission for filling is granted 
unnecessarily. With better planning for placement of buildings, roads and utilities, 
development could proceed without destroying the wetland. 

Prior to 1 998, wetland violations were not prosecuted. The new County 
Prosecutor promised to prosecute violations. This also requires that the State 
pursue wetland violation cases and there appears to be no cases being brought 
to prosecution in Benzie County. 

It is an additional concern of the Subcommittee that wetlands be protected from 
damage during oil and gas drilling and construction of pipelines and access 
roads. While a regulated activity, and the MDEQ is charged with monitoring 
protective efforts by well drilling companies, wetlands are difficult to repair once 
damaged. 

Some property owners view wetlands regulations as an assault on their property 
rights. Education about how to exhibit good stewardship and peer pressure to do 
what's right for the community is needed in conjunction with adequate 
enforcement. 

Groundwater 
Groundwater is both the source of drinking water for most people in Benzie 
County and the source of the water that flows in its streams and rivers. Drinking 
water comes from fairly deep wells and stream flow from the water table close to 
the surface. 

Because much of Benzie County contains either very well drained or poorly 
drained soils, contamination of wells, streams and lakes is a strong possibility 
where extra precautions are not taken in placing septic systems or other possible 
pollutants. See Figure 3, Cross Section of the Hydrologic Flow in the Crystal 
Lake Watershed. 

Benzie County, through the Benzie-Leelanau Health Department, strictly 
enforces its septic system regulations. Because so few residents in the County 
are served by public sewers, most are required to employ septic systems. There 
are many areas that are not suitable for conventional septic systems. These 
include the lakeshores and other areas with poor drainage or high water tables. 
Specially engineered, elevated or pump-out (holding tank) systems are used in 
these areas. On the positive side, these go a long way in protecting groundwater 
and surface waters. On the negative side, they may require large building lots, 
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which extends development over a larger portion of the landscape and can 
increase the costs of other services. Also on the negative side, holding tanks 
have been broken open by owners annoyed with the bother of having them 
pumped out at frequent intervals. Raw sewage then flows from damaged tanks 
into the ground and the groundwater. This is both a source of pollution of lakes 
and streams and a health hazard . 

The Health Department reviews the condition of septic systems whenever a 
developed property transfers ownership. Funding is not adequate to inspect all 
properties adequately. High priority locations for inspection are those adjacent to 
or near lakes, rivers and streams. 

Groundwater quality monitoring wells are located near the sewage treatment 
plant in Beulah and near the abandoned landfill in Weldon Township. 

Several sites of groundwater contamination or leaking underground storage 
tanks have been identified by the Health Department and the Department of 
Environmental Quality. These are gradually being excavated and contaminates 
removed. See the companion report on Public Facilities and Services regarding 
public sewer, water and contaminated sites. 

Interrelated Land and Water Resources 
While one may think of the land and water as very d ifferent components of the 
landscape, they are fully interrelated. Erosion on the land affects streams and 
lakes. G roundwater first passes through the land at the surface. Wetlands can 
be inundated or soggy in the spring and look dry in late summer. It is the same 
with floodplains. From the top of a hi l l  in Benzie County one can see all forms of 
land and water. People using the water for recreation must first pass across the 
land to gain access. 

Watersheds 
A holistic way to think about the interrelationship of land and water is the concept 
of the watershed. A watershed is all the land that drains to one point (usually a 
lake or river mouth). While there is a giant, Great Lakes watershed, 
encompassing land in both the United States and Canada, there are smaller 
watersheds. A local example is the watershed that contains all the land that is 
drained by the Betsie River and its tributaries into Lake Michigan through its 
mouth at Betsie Lake. 

There are two large watersheds in Benzie County and several smaller ones. See 
Map 1 3. The largest are the Betsie River watershed and the Platte River 
watershed. Others include the Crystal Lake watershed, the Upper and Lower 
Herring Lakes watershed and Otter Creek watershed. 
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Map 1 2  
Ecological Corridors i n  Benzie County 
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The Crystal Lake Watershed Fund is an organization devoted to monitoring 
water quality in Crystal Lake and organizing efforts to protect water quality 
through modifying human activities on the land within the Crystal Lake 
watershed. 

Watersheds can provide an organizing basis for water quality monitoring, 
planning and educational efforts. 

Fishing 
Lake Michigan, inland lakes and rivers are economically important to Benzie 
County. Fishermen come from other states as well as all around Michigan to fish 
all year round. However, fishing creates environmental issues and land use 
conflicts. There is concern that fishing in some of the lakes is not what it used to 
be. This is a contention of Platte Lake riparians. The irony is that the cause 
attributed to the fish decline in Platte Lake is the phosphorus discharge from the 
hatchery that raises mil l ions of fish. The hatchery raises salmon and Platte Lake 
seems to be losing walleye. 

Other complaints regarding fishing deal with the behavior of persons fishing, in 
the trash they leave both summer and winter and the lack of respect for private 
property owners as they trespass on shore lands to gain access to the water to 
fish. Ice fishermen cross private property in the winter and in the summer, 
fishermen park on private property. This reflects both on the poor behavior of 
persons fishing and on the lack of public access sites. In  a rapidly growing 
Benzie County, there are more persons fishing and formerly undeveloped, large 
tracts of land along waterways are rapidly being subdivided and built upon. 

While there are several public access points owned and maintained by both the 
County and the DNR, these are not adequate. There needs to be a greater total 
number, many need improvements and many need adequate parking to avoid 
conflicts with adjacent property owners. See the Benzie County Recreation 
Plan for the series of maps showing access sites. 

Establishing public access is a very difficult task because many riparians, 
especially owners of property that would be adjacent to access sites, oppose 
increased public access. On some of the smaller lakes, additional public access 
may not be appropriate. On the larger lakes, increased boating use may be 
appropriate if it does not create unreasonable conflicts with adjacent property 
owners and surface water use is adequately dispersed. Solutions to recreational 
boating and access problems involve public education, increased enforcement of 
existing laws and the proper placement and design of public access sites. 

Trails 
Benzie County is a relatively trail-rich County. It has snowmobile, equestrian and 
hiking trails. The newest addition is the Betsie Valley Trail . See Map 1 4  showing 
the location of trails. 
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Due to the sensitivity of the Benzie County environment, the use of off-road 
vehicles (ORVs, automobile, truck, all terrain vehicles, motorcycles and rail 
bikes) is restricted within the County. However, there continues to be problems 
with ORV use. In 1 998, three arrests were made, including the impoundment of a 
"monster vehicle." 

The MDNR generally prohibits snowmobile and ORV use in Michigan except 
where specifically allowed. The MDNR specifically prohibits ORVs on the 
following state lands: 
• I n  or on the waters of any stream, river, marsh, bog, wetland or quagmire. 
• I n  State Parks or State Recreation Areas except in designated areas of Silver 

Lake State Park. 
• I n  State Game Areas. 
• In State Forest lands in the Lower Peninsula ORV operation is permitted on 

all designated trails, designated areas and designated routes which includes 
forest roads posted open. 

ORV use is prohibited anywhere in the State: 
• In any forest nursery or planting area. 
• DNR dedicated natural areas. 
• I n  any area so as to create an erosive condition. 
• On lands owned by someone else without permission. 
• Within 1 00' of a slide, ski or skating area. 
• On a designated snowmobile trail in the Lower Peninsula unless also 

designated for ORV use. 

Snowmobiles are prohibited: 
• I n  a forest nursery, planting area or public lands posted or reasonably 

identified as an area of forest reproduction when growing stock may be 
damaged. 

• I n  or on the land of another without consent of the owner or agent, when 
required by the recreational trespass law. 

Enforcement is assigned to the DNR and the Benzie County Sheriff's 
Department. There are two fu ll time Conservation Officers responsible for 
enforcement in Benzie County. One is based in Thompsonville and the other in 
Lake Ann. They operate out of their homes. Benzie County has one Deputy 
Sheriff with two snowmobiles for patrol of snowmobile trails. 

The National Park Service prohibits snowmobile use throughout the Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore but uses one snowmobile for emergency use 
and patrols. 

Horseback riding is popular in Benzie County, with most of the riding occurring 
on the Shore-to-Shore Equestrian Trail and on two-track roads. 
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Hunting 
Benzie County residents and visitors have long enjoyed hunting on state and 
private lands. There is concern that hunting habitat is being lost to development 
and destructive lumbering techniques. Another concern is illegal activities related 
to hunting. One of these is illegal hunting blinds left in the woods and another is 
the development of illegal two-track roads being developed to place deer bait. 
DNR officers report arresting an average of two persons each fall for this 
infraction. 

I l legal activities are either due to a lack of education about hunting rules or willful 
violation. Both education and enforcement are important. 

Loss of habitat due to development will continue to be a problem as long as land 
fragmentation is allowed and the population increases rapidly at low densities. 
Loss of habitat due to destructive forest harvesting can be minimized if hunting is 
raised in stature as a management objective of forestlands. 

Viewsheds 
Benzie County has high scenic quality that is rapidly changing. Its scenic quality 
is dependent on forests, lakes, distant views, orchards and other agricultural 
lands, hillsides, wetlands, rivers and streams and low density development. 
Natural vegetation and water are the primary views from roads outside of the 
villages, but strip residential, commercial and industrial development along major 
roads is becoming common place. 

A recent threat from communication towers is likely to change hill top views to 
one that is more urbanized. Residential development has been urbanizing 
hil lsides for more than a decade. 

Commercial signs in Benzie County are often garish and poorly constructed. This 
contributes to a trashy roadside appearance. Some communities in other parts of 
the region have smaller, attractively designed signs as the norm. Elsewhere in 
Michigan, but primarily along Interstate Highways, small, logo signs are being 
used to improve scenic value. 

Development on steep slopes is changing the character of the County. Tourists 
and residents who live in the County because of its scenic qualities would 
probably agree that, to be truly scenic, views of ridges should mostly be of 
forests, orchards, crops or meadows. In a few areas of the County, those are the 
views. However, the views are increasingly of scattered homes, placed on top of 
the ridges to achieve views of Lake Michigan or of other ridges. There is concern 
that turning the view into one of development rather than scenery could 
eventually diminish the attractiveness of Benzie County for tourism. Others might 
argue that the development of the ridges is itself a form of economic boost 
related to scenery - the views from the hills. The problem is that the ridge 
development provides only short-term benefit and potentially a long-term loss. In  
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many areas, such as along US 31 north of Beulah, the homes are built on old 
farm fields or old orchard sites. Were the properties to be planted with trees, the 
houses would not stand out so starkly. Property owners may be concerned that 
trees could block their distant views but planting could be done in a manner to 
preserve most of the view both from the hill tops and of the hil ls. 

With expanding development comes increased outdoor lighting. I mproperly 
designed, the result can be a glow in the sky that prohibits enjoyment of the night 
sky. Stargazing becomes impossible from such locations. Anecdotal information 
suggests that this is happening in Benzie County. Modern outdoor lighting can 
direct light downwards, where it more efficiently illuminates drives and parking 
areas yet permits the enjoyment of that part of nature that is the night sky. 
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ANALYSIS 
Improper development and exploitative use endanger Benzie County land and 
water resou rces. Benzie County land and water resources are finite. For all 
practical purposes, they are not renewable resources. If degraded, land and 
water cannot be easily restored within the l ifetime of our children and 
grandchildren. Granted , water moves through the hydrologic cycle providing new 
water with each rain and even the deepest lake in the County flushes 
periodically. Through the EPA Superfund program, contaminated soil can be 
excavated,  removed and replaced with uncontaminated soil. However, 
contaminates in the water move into sediments and animal l ife. There isn't 
enough money to clean all of the stream and lake bottoms, to replace all of the 
fish and replace the organs of people who eat the fish. Likewise, it would be 
impossible to remove soil contamination everywhere except in the worst sites. 
Fortunately the worst sites are being cleaned up in Benzie County. 

Not all contamination is chemical. Some pollution is in the form of sediment and 
increased temperature. Cold water streams can withstand a small amount of this 
form of pollution and still recover, if the sources of pollution are removed. 
Development is the primary source of this form of pollution and tends to continue 
to pollute. Conventional development pollutes the most, while there are 
alternative development approaches that pollute much less. Agriculture can be 
an important source of sediment and temperature pollution, in addition to nutrient 
and chemical contaminates. However, most farmers are aware of this and see 
the loss of soil and nutrients as money down the creek. There are programs in 
place to help farmers reduce pollution but developers or property owners 
intending to develop their land often don't take advantage of the few programs 
are in place to guide them (for example, the MSU Extension Self Help Program). 

Not all environmental degradation relates to pollution. Degradation also takes the 
form of scenic destruction, poor visual character, litter and trash. Benzie County 
is crossing a threshold of loss of rural ,  scenic character. Incremental ,  scattered 
development of a character not in keeping with the region is reaching the point 
where the visual quality of the environment that attracted residents and attracts 
visitors will be gone. Recent commercial, industrial and residential development 
is of an opposite character to a scenic Benzie County. Unless new development 
follows the guidelines set forth in the Grand Traverse Bay Region 
Development Guidebook, and a significant portion of existing development 
retrofits according to the same principles, Benzie County will have the 
appearance of the newer portions of suburban Traverse City within the first 
decade or so of the new century. 

Signs have an affect on scenic qual ity. Scenic quality is lowered when signs are 
garish, too frequent, too large and look unprofessional. Some Benzie County 
merchants, particularly in Frankfort and Benzonia have placed distinctive signs 
that are proportional to their properties and reflect the architecture of their 
buildings and a commitment to excellent design. Most Benzie County merchants 
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have not yet taken this step and many stil l employ garish, portable signs. 
Lighting has an effect on the enjoyment of the night sky, an only recently realized 
problem with the way land is developed. Alternatives are available, with 
downward shaded lights and alternative bulb compositions that help return the 
view of the stars and save electricity for property owners. Security can still be 
maintained without i l luminating both the ground and the sky. Driving safety may 
also be enhanced by downward facing or shaded lighting in both the developed 
and rural areas. 

Protection of Benzie County land and water resources will require d ifferent 
thinking than has occurred in the past. Because Benzie County resources are in 
a relatively pristine state, efforts to protect those resources will be more cost 
effective if applied now rather than later in an attempt to restore those resources. 
But when the discussion begins on how to protect resources, it should not bog 
down on growth verses no-growth. While there are l imits to the carrying capacity 
of the land and water, there should be an equal if not greater discussion on how 
to grow. Those proposing to limit growth need to accept that the economy should 
not stagnate. Those proposing continued or expanded growth need to find 
d ifferent ways to grow. It is the conventional approaches to development that will 
destroy Benzie County's resources if continued . There are many alternative 
approaches already in use in Michigan and around the nation that can be applied 
in Benzie County, but which will require cooperation of both the private and the 
public sector. For example, as part of the Comprehensive Plan discussion, 
minimum lot size will be discussed. One the one hand, large lots (5 to 1 0  acres) 
are fragmenting the land with terrible consequences on wildlife habitat, forest 
management and recreational resource management. On the other hand, the 
Crystal Lake Watershed Fund advocates large lot development as protective of 
water quality. Large lots can be developed to have minimum water quality 
impacts, but they are often not developed that way. Very large lots (20 to 40 acre 
may be more readily generalized to have water quality and other benefits. 
Development with a density of 10  acres, but clustered where least harmful to 
water resources, may be more beneficial to water quality than conventional large 
lot development. 

While the land and water resources of Benzie County are finite, the variable is its 
population and how it locates on the land. The population is rising rapidly, both 
seasonally and year round. Conflict over land and water resources is going to 
accelerate unless clear and responsible policies and guidelines are adopted and 
adhered to. The rising population has the means to buy property adjacent to the 
most attractive natural resources, water and forests. This rush to be next to 
these resources appears to be beyond the carrying capacity of those resources. 
There will be declines in the qualities of the water and forest that d raw people to 
them. To minimize those declines, it will probably be helpful to limit the density of 
new development in those areas. It will also be important that those people who 
do own property next to the water or forest adopt behaviors more typical of a 
"parent" than an "owner." This requires on the one hand, new zoning regulations, 
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and on the other, education and acceptance of a land and water stewardship 
ethic. 

The Subcommittee is concerned that dams impede fish movement and have the 
potential to cause downstream damage if a dam fails. When dams are re
l icensed the DNR is seeking to have fish ladders installed. A fish ladder is 
planned for the dam at the outlet of Little Platte Lake. Little Platte Lake and 
surrounding wetlands provides pike spawning areas and there is concern that 
the dam prevents pike from adequately producing downstream. 

When the dam at the mouth of Lower Herring Lake is flooded by Lake Michigan, 
this can also result in the flooding of properties and homes on Lower Herring 
Lake. Future building in the floodplain would also result in flooding of homes and 
septic systems, and should not be permitted.  

There is disparity of recognition of the importance of natural resources among 
the townships and a lack of coordinated land use planning which considers the 
importance of natural resources and the integrity of the ecosystem. We have 20 
units of government (12 townships, 7 incorporated communities and the county 
government) in a county of 14,000 people. 

The Subcommittee is very concerned that planning and zoning has not been a 
high priority in Benzie County government and is outmoded. Past efforts have 
not demonstrated sufficient interest, funding, personnel or oversight to manage 
the forthcoming land use problems. Planning must be proactive and responsive 
to anticipated problems. While the updating of the Comprehensive Plan is a right 
step, it must be fol lowed by greater attention to planning and zoning matters, 
staffing, funding and enforcement. 

The Subcommittee is also concerned over bad boating behavior. Bad boating 
behavior is part education and part enforcement. Some boat operators simply 
don't know boating regulations. Others know the rules but choose to ignore 
them. Many boaters would probably say that most boaters engaged in illegal 
activities get away with it. This is probably true of automobile driving infractions 
as well. 

Public access to inland lakes is a divisive issue. While the proposal to put a new 
development on 297 acre, shallow Pearl Lake, with nearly 100 homes granted 
boating access may intuitively seem an overload, it may be difficult to believe an 
additional 80 boats on nearly 10,000 acre Crystal Lake would be an overload. 
Lakefront property owners are generally concerned over access but are not 
universally opposed to public access. Persons who do not live on the water often 
see access concerns of lakefront property owners as opposition to public access. 
An "us verses them" conflict can arise. A group of property owners near, but not 
on Lower Herring Lake has formed a nonprofit group, Preserve Our Water 
Access Rights (POWAR) to add an organized voice to the issue of lake access 
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on Lower Herring Lake. The problem with multiple boat access sites (launch 
sites or housing developments) can be the concentration of boats in isolated 
areas, such as near the launch site or along popular beaches. 

It is clear that while the population grows, the acres of lakes does not. As boat 
numbers continue to climb (Michigan leads the nation in registered boats), 
conflicts will continue to rise unless boater education and enforcement reaches 
more boaters. 

Trail enjoyment is important to the economy and quality of l ife in Benzie County. 
Concerns over trails include illegal use by motorized vehicles on non-motorized 
trails, safety risks where there may be visual obstructions along trails and habitat 
damage. It is important that trails are used as they were intended and that 
objectionable uses are prevented so that trail users are safe and trailside 
landowners don't have to contend with objectionable uses. Throughout Michigan 
and the nation, trails have a history of being good neighbors and increasing 
property values. Those responsible for trails in Benzie County want the same 
level of satisfaction as experienced elsewhere. 

"Property rights" efforts by some citizens impair prospective planning and zoning 
enforcement by threats of costly litigation and potential rewards over "takings" 
issues. This is shortsighted and will negatively affect both the property rights 
advocates as well as those proposing responsible property ownership in the long 
run. Mostly, it will effect the lives of our children and their children. 
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